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HL: I want to very quickly to tell you about the dove paintings that I did a year ago and I’ve just had three shows and I’ve got a catalogue for each of you...I was raised Greek Orthodox but it’s a very patriarchal 

MB: I saw that earlier documentary that was done about you where you talk about that.

HL: Yeah, no I never really got anything out of it and then when Derek, well I left the church when I was divorced from my first husband in ’72 and then when Derek and I moved up here in ’84. I never went to church and then when he died, he’s buried in the next village which is Nobleton and he’s buried about four hundred feet from this little Anglican country church, circa 1889. So I remember when I picked the plots I said to the township official, oh we’ll always have a good view of the church. But for the first eight years that Derek was there I never saw anybody coming or going from the church and then much later it’s because the service is 9:30 to 10:30 and then the minister has to close up and shoot up to the next village for an 11:15 service, then after that, he goes to Kettelby for another service. So I would never visit the gravesite at 9:30 in the morning but it’s a miracle how I ended up there, a real miracle – which is another whole story – but I went with this neighbor who was church serving and I walked into the church and Father Seran [SP] was conducting the service. I thought how strange, you know, to have someone with some colour when it’s such a waspy area and we took communion we were only about ten people and while they have many more, last Sunday we were five at church, very few people come. I took communion because my friend went up and the other people, the other handful and when he handed me the host I was bent over, he said, “Helen.” Never met me before and I had never seen him before. I was so shocked. I looked up into his face and my body went through, went up through his eyes and out into a vast grey universe and at the same time a shock went through my body like an electric shock. It was unbelievable and it took me a couple weeks to figure it all out. But I could not, for a good year and a half, enter the church without tears running down my face; not sadness, I don’t know, I just couldn’t stop it. Well Father Seran has since become a friend. He is, he’s only 37 now and he’s been, I didn’t know him his first eight years but for the last year and a half, when I started to going to church I started to know him, he’s the most spiritual person I have ever met. In fact I was too embarrassed to tell him but I wrote him a letter and said: I believe you are an angel: You’re too young - because he was only 35 at the time – you’re too young to realize it but I said, one day you will know, just as Christ didn’t know till he was 35 that he was Christ, I feel one day you will realize you are an angel. And he called me up and he said, oh Helen, I have enough trouble being human. But anyways, I needed somehow to really thank God for what I was feeling so I did these 17 paintings of a white dove and it was wonderful. I finished them a year ago Christmas and they were in three shows. And they’re all in my store room now because I wouldn’t sell them separately because I don’t want to sell them, I want to donate them to a church or a hospital. I want them all to be in one room and I thought like maybe it would be a mediation room or something. But all sorts of – and another time I can tell you - all sorts of incredible things happened, like for instance I had two little doves, but my first half dozen paintings were too realistic, had no feeling in them so I had to destroy them and start again and forget what they looked like and just paint that glory I was feeling and anyways it was quite wonderful but that is probably the highlight of my whole life.

MB: Really?

HL: Other than say the birth of my two children, but I was in love with God, you know when you first fall in love that energy you feel? I think that’s what it was. I always believed in God but I never had that great passion in me before. And maybe because the church frightened me in the early days. But anyway that’s just the most recent thing and now I have to start looking with Andrea for somewhere to donate them. But anyways so, you were going to say something, love?

BB: I was going to say it seems like a good segue to start. Do you know about the project? Do you want me to tell you more about it?

HL: I think I know about it, yes. 

BB: Okay, you guys were talking about it a little bit

HL: But I do want, I want to explain to the two people that would love you to look at.

BB: One of them is at a church in Toronto, I think you were telling me about her.

HL: St. James Cathedral she runs the archives and the gallery


BB: And she works an insane number of hours

HL: She’s there every single day, she’s 80, but she’s incredible and she’s never had any, she’s never looked for any praise for what she’s done. She’s incredible. 

BREAK IN TAPE

Anyways I’ll just end by saying, I said to Father Seran, God, in his infinite wisdom, waited fifty years before I met you because fifty years ago I would have been 25, I’m now 77, 76, but when I told him I would have been 25 and you were 35 when I met you, I would have been madly in love with you, madly. I would have been following you around, so but he’s been transferred to a, he no longer has to run through three churches he’s in Pickering now at St. George’s I think but he promised to come and see me every three weeks or so that’s really good. I dedicated the catalogue to him, and for the three exhibitions of the doves of course I had to control my enthusiasm but this is the man who had done it. But he really did. He does not...he doesn’t know how he knew my name either. I think it was…anyway, so my love.

BB: So we begin. You have sort of alluded to some of your early life...what we’ve been doing is going through and doing a visual line of the page and getting you to recount some of the significant events of your life.


HL: Of the first or the second? Like this is the second wave now?

BB: Yes

HL: Is that what you’d like me to talk about?

BB: Well, we’re interested in hearing about your involvement in the feminist movement in Canada during the second wave. But in order to frame that we’re trying to get at what in your early life encouraged you to become involved and just trying to get your story and then maybe going back and getting a closer look at your involvement in the feminist movement.

HL: Yes. Oh you young people are so beautiful. Honestly.

MB: I’m delighted to be referred to as young; thank you very much. 

HL: You are, you are.

MB: My daughter is Bronwyn's age. 

HL: Really? I would have said you were 44.

MB: I’m 45, you’re pretty close. I started early. 

HL: Oh well, you’re a child. I was born in Saskatoon in 1931 and both my parents had come from Greece and I was the oldest of three daughters and my parents, as I try to understand it now, did not know what to give up that was from their village in Greece and what to embrace that was Canadian. But they did feel that Canadian girls wear lipstick at a certain age, date, because marriages were always arranged, in fact they thought that Canadian girls were just very loose. The way I think many of the Asian countries feel about us now like Iran and whatever. So consequently for the first 12 years of school, public school and high school, I never had a friend. Never been to a sleepover, never been to a birthday party. It got a little easier but not much for my second sister, she sneaked around and my third sister a little easier still. But I wanted so desperately to be part of the Canadian environmen. This is in my video if anyone...when I was out of sight of our home I’d run to catch up with someone on their way to school but I was so afraid that they would like me enough that they’d want to telephone and my mother would scream in Greek, hang up, hang up, hang up. I mean it was awful, I felt schizophrenic; Greek at home and then trying desperately to be Canadian, so I was alone a lot and I think because of that I developed my right brain. You know, you’re creative, intuitive side. I would sit upstairs in my bedroom with the pretext that I was doing homework, that allowed, I would draw. I would copy, like Cathy Kolowitz, I remember Ingrid Bergman had just done Joan of Arc at one stage and so I drew in pastels Joan of Arc in her armour, but whatever I did and it was more primitive at the beginning, I would take it to school and the teacher would say, look what Helen's done and it would go up on the show-and-tell board. So I learned very, very early, okay I have to be alone but I can get attention by drawing. And there isn’t an artist today, I would say, who doesn’t want some applause. You do it for yourself, but no, it’s not enough, it’s got to go out in the world. So I said, that’s what I can do. So I didn’t really think of becoming an artist then but I kept drawing and taking these things to school. And as I said I developed my imagination and when I finished high school and I got great marks because that’s all I did and I got a scholarship for to study medicine at Queen’s but my father had just died so I had a year at the University of Saskatchewan. They called it pre-med it was just arts but I decided that year I was not going to continue with this; it was not for me. And again in the video I, my mother controlled what I did but she could not control my body and so when she was in one room, I would be in another room twirling, like this is something a 12 year old would do but I was 17, I would twirl with clenched fists until I fell unconscious. And I had doctors looking in my eyes for brain tumors and I kept thinking, I fooled you all and my mother very concerned for me, first, very concerned, but also concerned that it would get out in the Greek community as small as it was then. That I was a little off, I wouldn’t get married, like you had to be a nice healthy person before anyone would want you or a family said will you marry our son, that kind of thing. So my mother said, what do you want to do? And I said, I want to go to Toronto and study painting. I didn’t even know if there was an art college here but my only escape from that cloistered Greek environment and my parents who I loved but they came from a village, they were peasants, they had all the superstition of peasants, like I knew their reality was not the reality I wanted and CBC radio was very different. CBC radio had opera, CBC radio had symphony, there were stage plays, I remember one actor, Fletcher Marshall had a Sunday series. CBC radio, Toronto. So I decided that whatever it was that I needed was in Toronto. And my mother let me come to Toronto, but I had to do this manipulating and she let me go because by then my second sister who was 22 months younger could also come. And I went to the OCA [Ontario College of Art], now they add a D on to it, and my sister took restaurant and hotel management because we had a little hotel in Saskatchewan with a beer parlour that became a beverage room and a little lunch counter and my father won it when I was six weeks old in a poker game. I mean, I’m going back to 1931 so it must have been really primitive times and he was here 20 years before my mother, the men would come, make enough money and then send for whoever they thought would be a good bride. Oh God. Anyways, so we came and I went to OCA but my mother still held the strings, I visualized myself as a puppet and she was still because the first week we were here we went to the Greek Church and I met my husband, my first husband. And he had changed his name from Lukedis to Lucas. He was in his last year of Engineering but when I saw Lukas I thought, he’s Canadian like me. Well we dated for three yeas, it was fun, never told my mother I was dating. He dated me because my mother was so far away, he couldn’t date a Greek-Canadian girl in Toronto, because they’d say, okay you’ve had two dates where’s the ring? So we both had our reasons for staying together and we did marry and a year later I had my older daughter Michelle. But when we got married we went straight back into our set programming; my in-laws insisted we live close by them, my mother-in-law was worse than my mother, not really worse but because she wasn’t my mother. My in-laws still controlled our lives and four years later I had Andrea and you must be a virgin when you marry, at least in that generation, and then, you have your children but in the Greek Orthodox Church – and it took me a long time to understand this – once you’ve had [a child] you mustn’t make love, unless you plan to have child and once you have the child there is no more sex. The wife has to go back to an almost virgin state which is why Greek men are notorious for playing around. And maybe other cultures too but by the time Andrea was born my husband wouldn’t have anything to do with me, I didn’t understand it and maybe he didn’t either at that time but it was what was in us and he had another apartment and many women which I didn’t find out until I went, it took me 20 years to have the courage to get a divorce, no one had had a divorce, no Greek-Canadian had had a divorce and was still in the Church, the Greek Orthodox Church, I was the first, there was one that was annulled but I was, my mother kept saying, what have you done, it's your fault, my mother-in-law would say, you are Mrs. Lucas, nothing else matters. I mean it was just so I hung in there for 20 years but after about half of that time I rented a studio so I had my studio, the kids would go off to school and I would go into my studio. Now that didn’t threaten my husband because by the time we were married I had graduated from the art college but then I had, we were married in ’53 in ’71 I had my first exhibition. And there weren’t many painters then, it’s not like now everybody paints and exhibits so all three papers gave me reviews; the Telegram which was then going, the Star and the Globe. And I was doing nudes and pensive heads. The heads were very much what I was feeling, the eyes were closed, it was me in a dead state really, this came later [referring to painting on the wall] I see that as my mother, and that’s me looking out and the other head is the creative part of me that isn’t yet developed. But it was my mother was always above and they were very coffin-like figures for ten years. But when I had that exhibition, the head of the Greek community, Dr. Poliminakus, also our G.P. ordered my father, he had the authority to do that, to order me to stop painting. So my father-in-law came to see me and I remember he hit me on the hand like that and said, stop that nonsense! You’ve got two children and a husband and a house, stop doing that! And I think maybe the idea of an artist was scary to him I don’t know but it was terrible. What had I studied for four years for? This was part of my life. And then there were rumours, I painted nudes, well that’s what I painted at school, I must be a lesbian, I mean all sorts of horrible stories came out, not from everybody but I kept getting, I’m not sure how they all started or who were really behind them because much of the younger community, bought my drawings, my heads, were I think $75 then, I forget what my oils were but it was terrible. And my husband stopped talking to me which I found out very soon after that because he couldn’t express his anger he would go silent. We’ve heard of these men who do that. He didn’t speak to me for a good two years; he would speak to me through the children. And I mean what had I done that was so awful? I couldn’t stop painting because that was I thought my life except I wasn’t yet of the generation that could say, I won’t marry or I won’t have children, I’m going to paint or go to New York or go wherever I feel. I was programmed for marriage and kids and yet I wanted to be an artist: Feeling that I was born for that has been the most painful thing in my life and the most joyous thing in my life. But it forced me into a self-awareness that I would not have probably had, it pushed me into a corner and I had to come out fighting. I had a wonderful psychologist called Dr. Mary McEwan, she was in the seventies the first feminist psychiatrist, we all went to her, June Callwood went to her, she knew why we were all confused and upset and wanting more out of life. Laura Sabia who was this wonderful, married to a doctor in Hamilton, became a spokeswoman, but her husband’s colleagues would say, can’t you quiet your wife? Except they’d say shut her up. But anyway, how could I stop painting? So I started doing icons, small icons of religious figures, now the reviews had said, her work is so passionate. So they felt that I had potential because the work was alive and icons, which I studied before I painted them, the chief thing about them is that they must not show emotion because holy figures now all emotion before they show it. I mean how can you pray to help to something that’s going like this? And so I did icons for two years and they went to various Greek Orthodox Churches, sent one to my mother. But again as far as my mother was concerned, why did I want to paint? They weren’t threatened when I was in school. But the minute I wanted to do it professionally…Theresa Stratus was someone about the same time although I was about ten years older, who wanted to be an opera star and I think she went through the same thing because we were both in Toronto and both wanting something more than we had. But that Dr. Poliminakos, I only mention his name because he’s dead now, but anyway I painted icons for two years and then I started back to my own work. I mean, my husband wasn’t talking to me anyway, what the hell? But I never thought of a divorce. So I would paint and I would always paint when my kids were at school. I never did anything and I can say it with no regret I would never do anything at the expense of my children. But I have to tell you honestly with what I felt I had in me as a painter, I should never have had children and I should not have married you know but I was still to early for that thinking and I wouldn’t change. I adore my family and I’ve probably grown more than I ever would have grown on my own. Who knows what mess I might have been, so I kept painting and having more shows and I knew my husband was running around, but I could paint. And with my sales I would buy the children clothes, send them to camp, because my husband paid very little attention he was very detached and we have since found out after three marriages that he is a sociopath, no emotions, which appealed to me at the time because my father was very sentimental, when my mother told him I was menstruating he started to cry, his little girl was growing up, I was so embarrassed. So then I meet Michael, who’s changed his name to Lucas, I thought that was the way men were supposed to be. So I kept working and taking care of my children and then finally in 1973 we had our first international woman’s year and I met other women, that’s probably when I met Nancy [Ruth] too. But I met all these women and I realized that my problem was just like what many of them were having and Germaine Greer came and spoke to us and it was wonderful because I was raised that women were competition, you know, like if you want a Greek husband you have to be better, prettier, have a big dowry then the other women or the other girls. So suddenly there’s a sisterhood, I’d never experienced that and up until then everything I’d done was alone. My two sisters did their thing but you know, it was wonderful that was a great year. But I did not, I made wonderful friends and they helped with my career and I did not get a divorce until, I finally had the courage in ’72. I had put out a book of drawings about an angel who gets depressed and comes down to earth, have you seen Angelica, the little book?

MB: Well it was referred to in the documentary that I saw

HL: Yeah, and that’s when I was being referred to as a feminist in the newspapers and then I did a book of relationships that don’t work but anyway it was a humorous book but I finally had the courage to get a divorce in early ’71 and yeah ’71 and you had to get a detective and he has to find the husband with someone else, get the name of the other person and prove adultery. It was the only way you could get a divorce then and that’s when we found out that my husband had another apartment and he would have different women at different times but he always insisted that our number wasn’t listed and I never really understood why, stupid, but he had all these other things going. So I got my divorce and he was supposed to, Rosie Abella became my lawyer, not during the divorce, but after. Do you know Rosie Abella? She became my lawyer after. I went to see her just before my divorce because my husband said to me he would give me alimony as long as I remained celibate well I had been celibate for probably 15 years and he, no 12 years, while he was running around and I was furious. And I remember my lawyer his name was Hugh Lock, he’s now a judge, he said, nothing wrong with that, if I was paying you alimony and you were going to sleep with someone else, these were his words, I’d kick you ass across the room. I remember that, I told Rosie. Anyway I went to see Rosie, and she said, no, no, stick to Hugh Lock until you get your divorce then come to me. But that was another, you see, the men, still the chauvinists. So I kept coming back to this not that I was ever out of that pre-feminist thing but it kept the narrowness and the unfairness of it kept hitting me in the face all the time. I had a dealer come and see me by the name of Av Isaacs, the Isaacs Gallery has closed since but he was the top gallery and I had befriended a couple of the artists Michael Snow and another artist, and Joyce Wheeland, Michael’s wife and so Av Isaacs came to see me, by then we were living on Warren Road in Forest Hill, good street, my mother, my dad was dead, and my in-laws bought us this house in Forest Hill so they could say to all their Greek friends, see how successful my son is? So I didn’t belong there, like you know, and I remember I had just a drawing of a lying nude in the dining room and my daughter, one of them, one day came home crying, I’m being kidded because you had a nude in the dining room. I mean so I didn’t belong there so but anyway. But I kept showing then when I decided to get a divorce and I got the lawyer he said he’d pay me alimony, he never did. And Rosie and I went to court for child support. And my darling husband who probably four months after the divorce was with another woman, they don’t wait, I not all of them but certainly my type, so he was with another woman who had lots of money, and he was building a big place somewhere in the country. And there were Rosie and I on one side of the court and on the other side was my ex with four lawyers or four friends who were lawyers and he was building this house, but the four of them used this language, you know, we believe in the ship or something because he had this sailboat and a cottage in Niagara so they were all talking like comrades, which they were, and we couldn’t prove, I couldn’t prove that he didn’t, he said he had no money and the judge said well can you prove he has, I don’t know. Rosie didn’t do it right, or I didn’t tell her enough. I didn’t know so anyways I got no alimony, I was to get child support, it never came, I had to get the lawyer, well I get Rosie but then it costs you so much. So I started teaching painting at Sheriden College and that was great because I taught something that I really knew and I didn’t see it really as work so I did that for almost ten years, but I was so grateful at the beginning but after about six years I hated driving up to Sheriden, I wanted to paint and because I was working full time there I only had the weekends so I would spend Friday night sort of coming down and resting because it was very tiring, I’d paint or draw all of Saturday, Sunday and then I’d go to Sheridan more tired and I did nothing but draw in those days but 400 of the best drawings which start like that and end up with this figure dancing, nude, showing genitals, showing everything you know, and white, no dark on the page at all and they’ve all gone to the archives at York University, plus all my paperwork plus I was involved with Margaret Lawrence on this children’s book so everything I’ve done plus 28 early works have gone to York, thanks to the women in women’s studies at Flounders College, the main one being Shelagh Wilkinson again women, women did this for me. So everything else that I do will go to York, like letters and things so it’s wonderful, the help that women have given me. So anyway, I taught at Sheriden and after nine years, I’d come home and cry, you know, you wanted to just work. So I went back to school and I said to the dean, I really am not good here. And he said, but you’ve got tenure, he said, tell you what, you work half the year, set up the course and we’ll get someone in for the other half, so you don’t lose your tenure. So I did it for half the year and it was no good you know so I had to leave and then just a series of shows, still black and white work, struggling, then my mother gave me some money to get this house in Cabbage town which my daughter on our own renovated, oh, tore down a wall to make a studio, it was a bearing wall, so I would put a mark where cracks were (laughs). Anyway, we solved that problem and then for seven years before I met Derek I finally dated, something I could not have done before, and I met about eight, I had affairs with about eight men, for crazy reasons, one simply because he had a Mercedes. And then there was another dear man who was the news editor at CTV and he was wonderful and he would call me at Sheriden on a Friday night, Friday afternoon, and say don’t go home, head to the airport, we’re going to Portugal for the weekend, so it was very exciting. But the thing is, soon as the sun went down, he would get drunk, and but that’s, so I learned these high profile men have their own ways of dealing with stress, but I learned a lot. It was great, actually that’s when I did the book of relationships, which is there and those are around relationships that didn’t work. Then I had a friend called Margo Lane, and also a feminist and she had a done a show for CBC on what do you call it when you meet people? When you put in the paper that you want to meet somebody?

MB: Personal Ads?

HL: Yeah, so she said try it and I said I wouldn’t be caught dead doing that. And as I’m painting for the next two weeks I’m composing an ad and I check it with Margo and I put it in the paper and this is 1980 and I got forty responses back and the first letter I opened was my late husbands and it was a very generous letter, he worked at City Hall, head of the graphics there, gave me that number, gave me his home number, told me what animals he liked, what art he liked, cause I just started out by ‘artist’ because I wanted to be in the ‘A’s and so I met him he was the first man I met and then I met seven others. You know you start judging their writing, companions wanted, that was the word I wanted, if it was tight little writing, and one man he was head of a brokerage company all he put in was his business card, well that’s not enough for me, another man said, gave me a ticket to a ballet and obviously he was going to be in the next seat, I didn’t have the courage to go, I don’t know, I preferred to meet them for coffee, but anyway, I met seven. One married my sister’s best friend and then another got involved they haven’t married but they’re dear friends where I taught painting at Sheriden, she taught drawing to the same students, so from one ad we got three. But Derek, I met them all, the seven that I had decided on and Derek, and then but he needed a relationship as much as I did, like he would call, call and call, where when I was meeting the others, well, what do you think, he would say, you’re not interested, he really wanted involvement and I really wanted involvement so two and half months later we were living together and of course my mother didn’t know, and then a year later we married and the only person who knew was Andrea and Margaret Lawrence and we got married, Rosie Abella was still with Children’s Court, she wasn’t a judge yet and she married us and she married us on my birthday, August 25. So then mother before Derek could meet mother, although she said to me, what nationality his he? He’s English, mother, oh first she said, he’s too old, he was seven years older than me, what nationality, this is on the phone, he’s English, they’re only after one thing. I said, well mother, if he’s too old he’s not after one thing, she was so prejudiced. It was the Greeks that were the, and forgive me, I mustn’t be absolute because there are some lovely Greek men, but I wouldn’t trust, I wouldn’t get involved. If I go into a community of Greek people, sometimes I’m asked, I immediately go into my paranoia, I don’t want to have anything to do and it’s my fault because there are some beautiful Greek men, the Greek Consul General had a came to my show with twelve very wealthy Greek men. He said we want to send your show to Athens. I didn’t have the courage, even though they were going to pay for these doves to go. I still did not have the strength to send them there. Anyway, so there are good Greek men. But anyway, my mother never did meet Derek, she had a heart attack, a stroke and then she died but she left me and my sisters, from the sale of the little hotel, which she ran when my father died, he died in ‘48 and then she ran it till ’84 when she died. She couldn’t speak English when she first took over, three of her brothers came, two from Greece, one from Chicago, this was family, you had to do this, to help settle the affairs, and mother was supposed to sit in a rocking chair, this is what you did, you looked after the women and then you were the boss. My mother said, hold on, I’ve got three daughters to educate, I was sixteen then, she gave them my dad’s clothes and sent them packing and then I went through my turmoil with the university and hating it, but mother took over the hotel and I remember being down with her, in the little place where the cash register was. And I remember saying to her, the red package in Greek, I’d say to her, Du Maurier, Du Maurier, Player, like these words were so foreign to her. But she learned, she made more money than my father ever did, he loved to have fun, shooting the ducks and everything, but she was, she should have been a lawyer with some education. But anyway, when she died she left, we sold the hotel and we each got $500,000 it’s the only time I’ve ever wished I was an only child (laughs). But with the sale of my little house in Cabbage Town I was able to buy this for $200,000 add the $150,000 my house cost to build the studio and then I had some leftover and Andrea had become a single parent so with the bank I bought a little house downtown and Andrea couldn’t cope so, Derek had died so we added, and she was very involved with someone who I call my sin-in-law because they don’t marry, my mother would have died if she knew but anyway so we added the rest so life is now good. But I had left the Greek community which gave me a lot of criticism, I’ve had about fifty exhibitions. Life is very different since Derek died, I found it took three shows, to earn enough money for a good living, because the galleries would take 50% and if I had a sellout show I might come home with $20,000 you know. So now Andrea is doing the selling but I’ve only been involved now with women who are very much the feminist kind, have that attitude or if it’s the people at the church and I might see them just at the church, I don’t ask them if they’re feminists, they’re just good people and the tears can run down my face, nobody criticizes me. Where in the Greek Church on Bon Street, maybe because we were all first generation they were looking you up and down to see what you were wearing which is why my in-laws bought us this big house, by the way when I found out when Derek was playing around, really, seriously playing around. I put the house up for sale at exactly what I was told it was worth and in a week it was sold so when my father-in-law drove up in his big Cadillac I had already moved into an apartment and I gave my husband who had been fired, he was an engineer in computer work, he had been fired, because see I didn’t know that he had this behavior thing but it ended up that he just never related to people I gave him the money to start his own business from the sale it was $30,000 I think then but I think now I really wanted him to take off but it was a number of years before he did. But talk about torture, there’s nothing worse than not hitting you but emotionally doing everything possible to drag you down and I always thought it was my fault. Like I think for women, if we can teach our daughters to be fighters, self-worth, you see self-worth was something my mother’s generation didn’t believe in, it would make you too cocky, like I couldn’t sit with my legs crossed at a Greek function, I had to sit like this and if it was a dinner, don’t eat very much. Everything was, and dance, no, wasn’t permitted to dance, like I think I say in the video I wanted to dance like a madwoman so anyway through all that, I’m rambling aren’t I?


BB: Oh no, it’s fine

HL: Through all that I of course met some wonderful people. Margaret Lawrence became a sister, one of my most beautiful, God-given relationships, she had had two children like me, she was from the Prairies, her husband was also an engineer, so we had these things in common we both struggled with our craft. And she knew I was always in the studio so she could phone me many times a week where she had closer friends than me, longer friends than me, maybe they weren’t closer at the end but people like Adele Wiseman a writer, but they might be out doing things she always knew I was in the studio so we could talk and she would say things to me – God bless you Margaret wherever you are – she would say things to me like, I’d say how are you Margaret? She’d say, Great, I know the work has gone well because I didn’t reach for the words, they came to me. Now for any writer I think that is the magic, the words came to me and that’s when the best paintings happen, you turn off the conscious mind and you let intuition and it’s as though for me the painting is painting itself and that’s what she meant, you know, the words. Anyway, I loved her very much, very, very much and so we had a lot to talk about and so I met wonderful people. As I said, I met Germaine Greer, I met, and all the wonderful people in the city and I helped June Callwood after her son died, you know, it was good, it was good. And anyway I felt very, very privileged. The only sour note was I was determined, I wanted to get married to see if I could have a good relationship because I was one of three sisters and the only man, my father, bless him, died early and was most of the time at the little hotel but I wanted to know if I could have a relationship with a man. So, this is why I wanted to get married but I had learned I was not going to marry a man that was stronger than me or that I felt was stronger than me. I would say to my first husband – El Creepo I refer to him now – I’d say, Michael, can’t we do something together? What do you want to do? Can’t we go to a movie? Why do you go to movie? Well, to see the picture. Well when the lights go out does it matter who is sitting next to you? I couldn’t argue, I thought well I guess there’s something wrong with me. I didn’t know how to explain, companionship, I didn’t know those things. Anyway, Derek first of all he was a graphic artist which was good, he did all the lettering on the back of my paintings, but he couldn’t, he didn’t compete with me, I couldn’t have married another artist, that wouldn’t have done. But also he needed me more than I needed him, and I don’t mind saying that, I might have even said it in front of him but I felt secure because he would have been devastated if I had said, but it was a good relationship because I was in control, now that was my first level of feminism. Now, if I was getting involved with somebody, which I wouldn’t, at least I can pass wind whenever I want to (laughs) - absolutely, absolutely. But in this second phase I would say I would now know about an equal give and take relationship. I think that’s what would come now, but then when I married, it was my first experience in a good marriage but I had to be on top and I always kept something back because I was never going to be devastated like I was the first time. But when Derek died very suddenly of a heart attack, I realized he had gotten to me way more than I thought, he really had. Anyway, it was good. I don’t mind being alone it can be lonely but I’m so glad I can still paint. I’m so grateful that I can still paint, you know? I don’t know what you do if you don’t have something to do you know? But what I didn’t mention which is very important, I became a feminist, let's say in ’75 and in ’80-81 when my book, Angelica, came out, more of it was given to me for being a feminist and then my friends, but I changed, my husband didn’t change, no, he never as I said three marriages, failures, he never learned anything but I did not my children were already old enough to think for themselves, Andrea was born in ’58, Michelle was born in ’54, so how old would Michelle have been in ’75? 21? Okay, well I was changing all along then but ’75 really was a change. But I think I was a great mother but my values were changing, I left the Greek community, Michelle, I left the Greek community in ’61 after my show by ’62 I had left but I didn’t replace it with anything. My older daughter went into puberty in Forest Hill, went into the Jewish community, she married someone that she really was attracted to in high school and one day I came home from teaching at Sheriden and she had moved out everything of hers; clothes, photographs, everything and she moved into her future father-in-laws, one of his buildings. She was attracted to money and they had money and evidently she said to a friend of mine, my mother doesn’t even look like a mother. Her future husband’s mother was fat, did nothing but look after the family, while they ate, she would stand over them, I wasn’t that kind of mother. I might have been had I stayed in the Greek community, so she resented that, very much so she left. She left my life, of course her father was not really around anyway, and then she married Allan who she loved, or I think loved. And then I heard, I heard, I was in Cabbagetown by then in that house, started teaching in ’73, anyway somewhere around there when I was second year teaching, I heard that she was married and that the father-in-law had flown all the wedding guests and the wedding party to Israel to be married in front of the Weeping Wall. So oh I was crying, my divorce was coming through and they I never knew where she was, like they would not tell me. I would go to their house and Mrs. Grossman would guard the door like this and I thought what had I done? But Michelle could make up all sorts of stories so I remember calling her father-in-law and saying, why wasn’t I invited to the wedding? And he said I’ll come and see you; I’ll come and see you, where do you live? As if he didn’t know, so I said, 611 Parliament, how can you live on Parliament, well I’m very middle-class just look around, my chairs may be from Pier 1, but I’m middle class so he came and he said well, while you’re Jewish you married a Greek-Canadian and your daughter says you have nothing to do with the Jews anymore, I said, Mr. Grossman, I’m not Jewish. And he sort of went like that because the bloodline is through the mother. He said he would do his best to get us together, and a month later he called and asked me to meet him, not at home, don’t tell your daughter, well Andrea by now had a summer waitress job at the Ramada Inn down at Carleton and Jarvis, so we met down there and he proceeded to put his hands all over me and say I’m no angel, I have needs too, his daughter-in-law’s mother so I didn’t know how to cope with that. I was into my seven relationships or whatever I had, so I just went numb. So I came home and I said to Andrea, we’ll never see Michelle again. Well, it’s been 37 years. If I’m counting correctly, maybe more, never see her. What I think happened is, well I know what happened because three years after Derek died, I had, I was working alone, and as I said, living alone in the country, and I had, my cleaning lady came on a Thursday morning and I was just huddled in a corner, just rocking back and forth, and she called a neighbour they got me to the woman who is now my psychiatrist downtown and after a few sessions with her she said you’re not mourning your husband you’re mourning your daughter because I kept having dreams of four women hooded in black mourning a baby in a coffin. And she said, the four is the extent of your grief but I hadn’t felt it, it was all inside. So you must contact her, she said, or you won’t get well. And Andrea was crying, mother I won’t have you hurt anymore, but she was on the computer looking up, I knew they had moved to Florida, to Miami she was looking up Grossman is their name. And there was a place in Miami, it's amazing that it’s all on the computer, where there were two houses owned by I forget her father-in-law’s name, like never her name, never her, anyway Rosie Abella called me up and asked me to a party for her mother and I said Rosie, I can’t come, I’m not really driving, she wanted to know why. And when I told her that I was looking for my daughter, she said to me, it was very interesting, I had her repeat it twice and I wrote it down, she said, when you contact Michelle you must tell her you will not call her again or interfere with her life, I said, why? Because she will lose her marriage and her children. So the only one who knew I guess that she wasn’t Jewish was the father-in-law, maybe the mother-in-law, not the husband, but because Rosie is the Jewish intelligentsia and her husband Irving, teaches Jewish Studies at York, at least he used to I guess they were consulted by the father-in-law. It turns out that Mr. Grossman was the head of the Holocaust community in Toronto and if it had gotten out that his son had married a non-Jew it would have been a betrayal to the community and humiliation for the family so what happened, I mean, I didn’t know that but it made sense. So his pass at me was not really because he wanted an affair, it was power, I think, you know. He probably read me enough to know that I really was a prude and that he did it to shock me and he was right I never tried, I never contacted them again, I never took a present for Michelle over to their house, I mean he was very clever. So what happened, this is all part of this feminist thing because I think Michelle would have been around if I had been the mother she was programmed to have, like her friend’s had, like my mother had been, big and not necessarily that you had to have the weight but you had to dote on the children and they had to be your whole life. Well I had something else that was more important but I came upon it when they had been used to the other, but anyways, they moved to Florida but before they did, a friend of mine, Chrissy Raymond, she’s still producing a show called City Line, had but at that time Derek was still alive, she was doing different homes and she did Michelle Grossman’s kitchen well Michelle had a kitchen that was 1500 square feet, that’s how big my studio was, so somehow and she, Chrissy when she found out it was my daughter she sent me the tape, Derek held me while I watched and when she left home she had long hair, curly, that she would iron to make it straight and I looked at her on the TV it’s short, she’s very much a young, wealthy matron. I didn’t even recognize her voice but anyway she talked about her four different ovens, blah, blah so I wrote her a letter and it took me a long time but I basically said I’d seen a tape of her show and I said the child I had been mourning for so many years no longer existed, she had to know I had been mourning her, and then I just wished her well, I didn’t even put mother, I just put an ‘H’. About three months later they’ve all moved to Miami so Rosie thinks that that frightened them, I now had their address. So that was so horrendous, I mean I can sympathize, I didn’t know he was a Holocaust survivor, the father and the mother, but that should have taught them there is pain when you separate a family but no it didn’t but anyways that all was one of the sacrifices of my becoming a feminist by my having something of my own that only I controlled. Margaret had the same thing happen, she was in Vancouver and it’s in her biography, auto-biography. She had the two small kids, handsome, wonderful husband, she wrote her first novel, The Stone Angel you may know this story, then she said to me, he wanted to read it, something in me said, Margaret didn’t want him to read it. Now she told me this story anytime I was with her like if she was here or if I went to see her and tears would fall every time, she never got over it, well I let him read and then she would pick up something, well he went threw it on the table, I wouldn’t bother, Margaret, no one’s going to be interested in a protagonist who’s an old lady. So they were moving to England, he had a job there as an engineer and she packed up everything and they go as far as Winnipeg but they told them in Vancouver, we’ll let you go as far as Winnipeg but then you have to take everything you don’t need crate it and sail it over, ship it over because you have too much luggage. So she took her Christmas decorations, children’s toys, whatever and her only draft of The Stone Angel and she put them in a crate and shipped them across, I don’t remember whether it was lost for awhile or what but for sometime a month, two months, I don’t remember, she thought she had lost her only draft of The Stone Angel and normally by now the tears are flowing and she’d say to me, Helen that’s when I knew, if I was to do what was given to me I would have to divorce the man I loved who was the father of my children. Weep, weep, weep, now again a casualty of being given the gift to do this but it was a casualty and she did lose her husband and he was very much like mine in terms of once divorced he didn’t even care for kids, till grown up, he never even cared for them and she struggled and she really struggled, I had my mother in Saskatoon who no matter what would always send me money, but she had nobody and she lived very frugally. So again you see the in-between your generation would handle it so much different, your values would be so much different wouldn’t they? If you had this talent? Even Margaret Atwood who was that much later than Margaret, maybe just 20 years, but she knew how to do it and married another writer and to have that one child when she’s well on her way, you know? So I think for my generation that first, that first wave was very, very difficult. What’s her name, from England, who teaches at Cambridge? Germaine Greer, she’s got her own story, it’s very similar, very similar. So and I’m sure there are more than that, well I know, June Callwood was divorced, Doris Anderson was divorced, and I could go on but I think that that was probably the price we paid for doing something once we were into the formal life to go into the feminist, the feminist attitude there were sacrifices we had to make. I think my marriage would have, no it wouldn’t have failed because I would have put up with it, I would have been busy baking cookies for the church and you know, so many women say, I have mink coat so it doesn’t matter that my husband’s not around, you know what I mean. But anyway, that was that, now it’s very different, now I would do things, it would be so different now, so anyway, that’s the first wave, I don’t know what to say to you, well, I’ve gone into the second wave too. I do what I want, my second husband was gentle but very supportive, someone would say, Mrs. Lucas, Derek would say Ms. Lucas. I’d say, oh Derek, and he really tried to be. But the second time around I needed to be in control even in the marriage, I would say for the next generation, if I were to live for the next generation it would be to find more equality. Or maybe not marry, I don’t know but it’s great to have someone there when the sun goes down. It really is. Anyway, I don’t what else to say. 

BB: I was going to ask you, I mean feminism has been part of this whole story that talked about, can you talk about, you mentioned 1975 and International Women’s Year in Toronto, can you talk about maybe how you came to feminism through people or through those relationships?

HL: It came through, well in ’75 and I can’t remember how, it might have been through Chrissy Raymond who as I said is still the producer of City Line at City TV who I met because she came to interview me for a show. One person introduced me to other people but then we had a group of us formed what was called Women in the Arts, we had a huge concert at O’Keefe Centre and that’s where for the first time, who’s the guitarist with the long blond hair?

MB: Leona Wood?

HL: Yeah, we gave her, her first concert she sort of walked on a bit pigeon toed she was sort of awkward and young and so but we got together a lot of the young talent, women’s talent, female talent and then we had an exhibition too. I can’t remember where we had the show it was at some gallery, but you know you meet one woman but when you’re in that milieu you start to meet them all, we started a network and it sort of is what is our Wednesday women’s thing now and I don’t go to a lot of them because I hate driving back when its dark but  it was just going for wine and we all got together, then one woman, I won’t mention her name, she’s not with us anymore, she’s alive but she doesn’t do this, she decided when we came for wine that she would have catered big dinner and so they became dinners after that and it cut it almost in half and it kept cutting it, and where now its, now we’re I don’t know 30 women maybe, I’d like to say 40 but we’re not 40 anymore and if I get 12 I’ll be lucky because it’s the country. But you meet women and then you get together and living in Cabbagetown I was in the centre of everything. It was great and then as I said when I needed them for more strength, well I heard a friend Fiona McCall was a publicist, is a publicist, had this wonderful psychiatrist, Mary McEwan and so I went to Mary and I’d meet more women and they’d say, oh yes, do you go to Mary too? And dear Mary McEwan she had two children in Scotland then they came over here and she was GP but she found that the women she was treating; they needed more then the physical so she became a psychiatrist and she had two children here in Canada oh she was wonderful she had a Scottish brogue. And her last words were always just so joyous you and she kept reminding you that half the population was male and yet she’d have funny stories and her husband was in stocks and bond so she’d have funny stories about him trying to help on Christmas dinner and she’d laugh but it was she was wonderful. And then what happened was her daughter, of the second generation like the two that she had in Canada. Veronica had long hair down to here and when she was maybe 18, 19, 20 I don’t know, she flew a plane but she went on a trip with her father to France and she had a stroke of some kind where the left side of your face you’re left paralyzed with no memory, you just die a vacuum and I forget what its called. There was an actress, Patricia Neal who had the same thing. And they kept her they flew her back and they kept her alive. I went with my friend Joyce who is now dead who was also a painter, also divorced, all the same stuff you know, and we went to see her, paralyzed, no memory, but crying all the time. But Mary, I’d go to see Mary for my session and she would cry, you know, it was so different to see her cry, to see your therapist cry and she said there was no hope but they were keeping her alive and every weekend in an ambulance they would take her home and wash her hair. And then we heard, one day, a couple years later, I’m sure maybe Veronica is still alive, if the father is still taking care of her. The son, from that second relationship was hit by a drunken driver at Eglinton and Yonge and Mary had to go in, he was on life support, she had to look at the X-rays and say, take him off life support because the brain was…again the crying, you know. I remember Joyce and I took her to dinner and she was crying. And then we heard one day that she was dead and we went, again I was with Joyce, who I’d met through all of this the feminist bit and we went to the funeral at Timothy Eton and there was a bishop and a couple other priests all very old and they kept talking about ‘Our Sinner Mary McEwan’ and I thought, I said to Joyce, is this how they do it in the Catholic church? She said, I don’t know. Then, that week, it suddenly hit me when I was painting and oh, oh, what happened, we got together those of us who had been her alumni and we raised enough money for a film that’s been done on her, the National Film Board and I’m forgetting the name of the woman who raised most of the money was Doris Anderson, it was just great. So but when we called the doctor to ask, her daughter was a doctor, from the first, the older daughter and son, she was a doctor and he was a stockbroker, I think, and then the two younger ones. So the daughter tried to stop us from raising money, so I’m thinking of that and our sinner Mary McEwan and when we went to the cemetery, they left her coffin up on these polls and the priests they shook Gus McEwan’s hand, her husband, and walked away and they just left her up there. And I called Joyce and I said, I bet Mary committed suicide. So they didn’t put her in the ground right then during the service, and that’s why the daughter was so furious. But anyway that’s another story, I’m sorry but it came to mind. She was a great feminist, psychiatrist if you can ever find out more, but you won’t get it from the daughter but she was wonderful but you may interview people who also had Doctor Mary McEwan, she was wonderful, she was wonderful. So I was just downtown and things would happen and someone would call and say Helen, so and so and so and so, which were actors lets say, they’re putting on this feminist play, so we’d go to the playhouse wherever so things would happen, and you’d meet at least a half a dozen people at a time and you’d have an exhibition and they’d come so it was just and excellent group of women who were feminists and you did meet the men a lot like someone would marry someone but we were bonding as women and for me it was so new because I had, the few that I knew growing up who were Greek my mother always compared me to them and they were always second best and you must never get too confident or too cocky, you’re not good wife material if you’re confident, they’ve got to keep you down that’s the way it had to be. So now, I think its very different, now there’s choices, now there’s choices, so from my new values, it may have happened anyway, but certainly I lost the one daughter and very interestingly, can I just keep doing this?

BB: Yes

HL: Very interestingly this June, I get a call, Helen, this is Allen, I’m thinking, Allen Grossman, is that a client? And my mind’s getting, anyway, he said, Michelle’s husband, my daughter’s husband, all these years. So he said, I’m in town till tomorrow and Michelle wonders if you have any photographs of her when she was small, well she took away what she could find when she left, but I had a trunk, where I kept the best of them, and I would always take her down to Eaton’s and have her photographed both of them so. I said yes I do have pictures; I had lots, which I hadn’t seen for years. And he said, could I have them? Michelle would really like to have them. I said, I guess so, he said can I come about noon tomorrow? I said, yes, so I gave him directions and then I hung up and then I started to worry, I haven’t heard from them for all these years and the only time I hear from them is when they want something and I was very careful with my will that when I die it all goes to Andrea, paintings and everything, particularly the paintings because my older daughter was always into money, she just was, she was in Forest Hill where they would go to Buffalo for cashmere sweaters, that was chic, she’d come home and tell me, it wasn’t a great Bar mitzvah because the dinner was only 22 dollars a plate, you know? I didn’t think that way, I thought of peanut butter sandwiches. So I thought, I don’t know, Andrea came home, if you give those pictures, I will never, never forgive you, blah, blah, blah. So I stewed all night and I had put them all into two big envelopes and oh she took horseback riding, all different times, her posing for me when I was doing mother and child so I stewed and stewed and in the morning I thought, first of all, I don’t want him to know where I live, Michelle, I didn’t want them to know so that morning, maybe five? I don’t remember, it was early June or late May I put them in the fireplace and burned them all. It was a nice warm glow (laughs). It was a catharsis because I never looked at them anyway, why would I look at them? It would be a source of pain. But they were in with my pictures of everybody, my mother, everybody. So and then I was worried, I don’t want him in this house, I don’t want him in this house. So at that time my beloved Minister, but I think it was God, he called me for something and I said, Father Seran, this and this has happened, I don’t want him in here. Well, he said, first of all, you can honestly tell him that you don’t have the pictures because you don’t but go out and meet him in the driveway so that’s what I did. As soon as Andrea’s two dogs would bark a lot, she wasn’t here, my friend Shelagh Wilkinson wanted to come up, my sister wanted to come up, I said, no, I can handle it. So when the dogs start barking, I put down my brush and I start to walk out, now, Allan Grossman, her husband was always into power, the father was into power too but he didn’t have, before she left she would brag about things and I would criticize him, he didn’t have goldfish he had piranhas – is that what they’re called? Where they would feed live little things to them? He didn’t have quadra-something sound, he had more speakers, I don’t know what they were called. It was money, money, money which I resented, now it wasn’t because they were Jewish, the Greeks did that more, you know, but it was something I didn’t believe in. And when he turned 16 which Michelle said he smashed up so the father immediately bought him another one, she thought this was so cool. Do you know what he drove up in? Name a power car.

MB: A hummer.

HL: Absolutely. Absolutely. 

MB: Well you’re pretty scary Helen, he needed a tank. 

HL: No, no, when he saw me years ago I was a doormat, really, there was nothing else, my sister Mary has a painting of mine which is a bull eye that you throw darts at but there’s a nude like this on it. It’s me; you know to throw darts at. But I thought, hummer, I don’t know. It somehow irritated me that he was still into that. And in the car with him was a young woman that he introduced – oh, I met them half way so they got out of the car – she was a friend of theirs and I thought, ha, he doesn’t have the courage to come alone. So, he got out of the car, I must admit he’s grown into a very nice, he’s 50 some now, very nice looking so and this I know that they have three kids. So, I don’t know how it happened, I don’t swear, I never have, every sentence had the word ‘Fuck’ in it. Which my friend Shelagh once told me is a good word, Forbidden Use of Carnal Knowledge, that’s what ‘fuck’ means. So, I said, how’s your fucking wife these days? Everything I said had ‘fuck’ in it. At one point the other woman tried to say something to defend Michelle, and I said, shut your fucking mouth, haven’t got anything to do with this. This is me, who I have never talked that way, and then I told him the story about his father he wouldn’t know that. I said, is your fucking father still alive? No, he died two months ago. Good! He couldn’t say anything. And she once tried to say something else, and I said, didn’t I tell you to shut your fucking mouth or do you want me to shut it for you? You know, I couldn’t believe. But it was all those years of anger. But it was the word fuck that absolutely mesmerized them. So I said everything I said, by the way, I didn’t care by now, their kids are independent. I don’t know, he told me on the phone one is vet and the other two are lawyers. I said, did you know that your fucking wife isn’t Jewish?

MB: I was dying to know if you told him

HL: Yep, so I went into all of that and the father and then at one point he said well Michelle really wanted those pictures because the kids really wanted them, don’t you want to meet your grandchildren, I said, after all these years you’re asking me if I want to meet your fucking kids? I said, they’re half you and half your fucking wife, I said, I don’t want to meet those kids but you’d better know they’re not Jewish. Oh it was so good to rub that in and I went through everything, everything that had built up over all those years. How the pain the grandparents have since died, she was the first grandchild, the apple of their eyes, how could she do that. I said, her father is a sociopath maybe she is too. And I said, and she’ll never know now that she’s getting older what her family history is. So she’s going to die of something she doesn’t even know she’s got (laughs) which is hypertension or all the things I have, high blood pressure. But I was just revenge, revenge, but fuck, fuck, fuck. So then I said, get into that fucking whatchyamacallit, he said, well I also have a SUV, I don’t care what you fucking have, take that monstrosity, that is destroying our planet and he couldn’t turn around just back out and don’t you ever, ever show your face here, don’t either of you ever, ever phone, go, go, get out of my life. So as he stepped on a little rail that the car has and finally he said the last word, if I had been ready I would have had an answer, didn’t bother me, I was invincible. He said your problem is you never learned to be a good mother. Had I known he was going to say that I would have said, you’re right, look at Michelle. But I didn’t he had the last word and he drove off. Anyway, I’m still, I can feel the energy coming out of me as I repeat it. It was wonderful, after all these years, after all the crying, trying to find her, going to his in-laws, you know with a birthday present, and then a Christmas present, God, a Christmas present, that was the worst thing I could have done. It was wonderful, but anyway, I may have lost her anyway, I can’t blame it on my new feminist kind of attitude but the fact that she said, my mother doesn’t even look like a mother, I think she wanted the kind of mother her mother-in-law was, the kind most Greek women are, my son, my daughter, my children, I didn’t dote on them, I loved them but I didn’t dote on them, we made Christmas presents together, Michelle said, well my friends all go to Buffalo and buy their Hanukah presents. You’re making them, if you want presents for everybody. She resented those values, you know. So anyway, so that’s. I’ve gone on and on and on and on. But I don’t know what else, that’s pretty well it. 

BB: The one thing I ask towards the end is what you think are the critical issues that face young women today and in tandem with that advice you have for them?

HL: Oh gee darling, first of all I don’t know if I have any advice because I live an isolated life pretty well. For them I think my advice would be the last part, is to build up their self confidence but it’s got to be equality with the men and I’ve come over the years to understand their vulnerabilities. You know, they’re so vulnerable in fact if I’m going to think of an enemy I would rather it be a man than a woman, women know where to attack, we do, where I think a man in many ways is a bit naïve you know, in fact I think men are limited, that’s not a value judgment but I think they are limited. I love them but they’re limited. Women, god, think of the power we have. But I think equality. And what was the first part of the question?

BB: What issues you think are facing young women today. 


HL: Well I don’t hear them using words like feminism anymore. I hope I don’t know many, I know my daughter, but this one being four years younger than Michelle, she understands feminism, she understands equality. We have great talks, she’s a great reader, she reads a lot of books, I wish she would sell as much as she reads (laughs). But she’s a very thoughtful and it’s not a matter of if they have an argument its not, I’ve got to win the argument. She and Frank have a relationship of equality. My grandchildren 20 and 16 are very much, I think men who understand the equality thing. But for women I don’t know if the word feminism comes in to it anymore, I think if it would come into say my grandson’s vocabulary I’m not sure the men would know what to make of it, I’m not even sure the women know what to make of it. They sort of take life for granted now, I don’t know. I know there’s a lot of stupid things going on, if I watch television if I see one more coroner or detective or doctor with long blond hair to here. How can she work? I mean this is what the women they’re trying to show women as career people I saw a woman being a coroner on some program and her hair is down to here. And she’s slicing somebody’s intestines. It’s so unreal, isn’t it? So I’m hoping that they’re real. That’s not real, that’s stupid American, they’re trying but that’s so stupid. But I don’t know the younger women, I really don’t. Andrea has some lovely friends; she’s got a friend right now. She spent the first eight years of her life, she lives up here, again unfortunately there are a lot of wealthy people around here and a lot of non-wealthy. But this young woman is very wealthy, the kids are now past breastfeeding age and she was a singer before she married and she’s trying now again to get into the professional thing again but you know she’s done a few shows just in our local places and she’s so good and because they’re so wealthy the husband can bring up a pianist from L.A. or a jazz group because she’s a jazz singer she has four musicians and they’re the best, but she gets an offer for a nightclub in the States for three months, she can’t go. How can she possibly go, I mean the kids are still, so she’s trapped. And she spends a lot of time talking with Andrea and confiding in how unhappy she’s feeling so women still are trapped in a way but we do have the kids, and I don’t know this is way off the subject but I do think we have to raise our own kids. I hate to see you know driving downtown and I’ll go through Rosedale and I’ll see a woman from the Caribbean wheeling a baby along, I think it should be a mother, I think that woman from the Caribbean has her own fantasies, her own history, like she’s not giving the child what a mother could give her. Don’t you think? Am I wrong? What do you think.

MB: I never lived in a world where having a nanny was an option, I believe in sending your kids to daycare. Mine went and they had a great time.

HL: They relate to other kids, I quite agree. I’m talking more of a stroller type thing. I agree oh that’s where they learn a lot of their social skills. But anyway, I really don’t know what the younger generation, they have it easier in many ways, some of the things that are gone I really like. I adored it when a man would come around an open the door of the car, I couldn’t sit there anymore but it was kind of nice. I adored it when men wore hats and you were in an elevator and they would come in and take off his hat, or you would come in and he takes off his hat. I liked the chivalry, the romance of it, but that was not that realistic either, big deal he takes his hat off (laughs). So but I couldn’t answer your question I don’t know how young women are doing today. I have had one complaint; about three days ago a woman was talking to me and complaining, you know I have, I lose, I have no memory for recent things, I can think way back but I think that’s part of my age, but somebody was talking to me and saying she’s working for a woman who is, she had a new job and I can’t even remember who it is, a woman who is very, very, very mannish, like she’s I think maybe some women don’t know how to behave so they do it the male way; trying to boss not that all men are like that. But it seems when a woman starts to be like that we call it mannish, I don’t know if it really is. I don’t know.

MB: I think the corporate world is still very much structured that way. The structures haven’t changed.

HL: Yeah, I wouldn’t doubt it and I think also certainly I’m thinking of theatre or concert stage I have a friend in Montréal who is a concert violinist and she, she’s like me, she’s my age, from Israel, had three daughters here in Montreal. But she’s very, very, very strong, I think you have to be that. But to the point like where Andrea, just, I understand it, I mean Margaret was gentle and Margaret would cry but my friend Iella is tough, and we don’t like it, we don’t, or my friends or my daughter unless we know the person we don’t like it, but you know, we have to do it, if we’re going to get anywhere, I think showing strength is the one thing women aren’t permitted out in the professional world. What do you think?

MB: It’s a catch 22 because it’s necessary but…

HL: You know who else you should interview I’ll give you her number oh no she’s just moved, that’s who told me about the bossy boss, Linda Lundstrom, the designer? She’s…

MB: She was actually on an earlier list of women we meant to talk too, we’re somewhat I mean we can’t get to everybody is the reality. 

HL: She called me yesterday, she has three of my paintings, she called me yesterday, her business went under but she now works for somebody, I don’t know who it is, who lets her do all the design under her own name, because she almost lost her own name. But she said to me, we’ve just moved to a townhouse so I wanted to call you and tell you, but I didn’t get the phone number or address. But she has her own story. And she has stayed out of the design world; she’s not part of it. She’s more or less done her own thing. Then there’s an artist...she’s very, very successful for a certain line of people, she does a painting of three little children tying presents in front of a fireplace that has wreaths and a Christmas tree to one side. They’re so corny. They’re so sentimental. But they photograph the painting then they do hundreds of prints and her husband takes them to all the framing places, they do very well, but she lives in Niagara on the Lake and people love to go she’s a heroine for -- the snob is coming out -- for people who don’t know about art. For me sentimentality is manipulated but she’s very successful, because the original painting then gets sold for very much money. And I was thinking, she’s very successful but the husband is really the one who has been promoting her work. I would say that if you can have a husband working with you it would be great and I know for paintings Germaine Greer said that for a woman painter since the 1500s and she says its still today and I think she’s right; I didn’t see her today, three years ago, three maybe four, she got a doctorate from York and I had, had one years before through my friends in ’82. So I was invited to her thing and so she was telling me that successful painter, artist, has to have a successful father, or a husband or a brother whose an artist so that she can sort of ride on their coattails and its still true, like Joyce Wheeland and Joyce admitted it, without Michael and she’s got a lot of talent, she couldn’t get anything through the door if it weren’t for Michael. Marianne Pratt if it wasn’t for Christopher, but of course as soon as she got successful that was the end of the marriage although they keep it hidden although everybody knows. You need the male for the most part, the male connection and I think its in the corporate world, I don’t think its in the medical world, I think if you’re a sharp doctor, don’t you think?

MB: Yeah I do

HL: I don’t know what other professions.

BB: But your success has been relatively independent. 

HL: Yes and I never went to the, I never really played the game of getting to know everybody for many years it was because I didn’t have the confidence and its much easier to just go ahead and work. Like I had some back trouble which went away but for a year or so I couldn’t paint and I wrote a book out of that, called how to fall in love with a painting, I can’t get it, I mean all these years, we send it out to a publishers every time we hear about some publisher but we can’t get it published. But why did I bring that up? Anyway, people look at a painting and respond, people are afraid to respond, you know, that has nothing to do, I thought of something else say. But writers seem to have a good time of it thank God, what could we have done without Jane Austen? I just love her. We wouldn’t have known about their lives or the way everything was so formal but she did it on her own. Writers have had an easier time I think. And of course if you were an opera singer and had a great voice you probably could get it but I still think you have to know the right people in every profession. Anyway, I don’t know about the younger profession I know my daughter who will be 50 this month, the word doesn’t come into her vocabulary, feminism anymore, she’s worried about her friend who wants to take these nightclub jaunts and can’t leave kids yet and yet you have to be fairly pretty and young, well maybe not, Ella Fitzgerald wasn’t young and she was a singer. But if you want to have kids its quite different unless there’s pots and pots and pots of money, I guess. But you still have to raise the kids. Do you have kids, are you married?

BB: No

MB: Bronwyn's a wee young thing

BB: I’m only 24

HL: 24’s my lucky number

BB: Oh good

HL: But and nor should you rush, my generation, you’re 22 and you’re not married so you marry at 22, you mean you’ve been married two years and you don’t have a baby? You know it was ridiculous how people cared or butted in. They really did butt into your life. Good. And a bit of advice, if he loves his mother, I think that’s a positive.

BB: I’ve heard that one before actually, that’s what my grandmother said.

HL: Good, good, good, good. Yes. I know Derek did my second husband and also it was interesting with Derek I was able – with my first husband I couldn’t believe when he asked me out well I found out later after Andrea was born and he became detached I realized it was because my mother was so far away so he didn’t have to worry about dating me – but with Derek when I met him and them it looked like it might become serious. Right away I said to him, you have to know that if I haven’t had a good day in the studio I have nothing to give so I need my day in the studio. And he really understood that. In fact, Margaret Lawrence would say to me, Helen, you won’t meet anybody who wants to be with you, I said, why Margaret? And I remember this is pre-feminism, she said, because for a man to marry you or be with you it would be like marrying a bigamist because you would love your work as much or more than him. So that was her attitude and it does make sense doesn’t it. But with Derek, right at the beginning I said, it has to be like this and at the beginning before I had anything to lose, it was great. It was all out at the front. So pretty, but anyway, I’m sorry, I tend to talk, I’m talking a lot. What’s coming? Do you know what’s coming with women? What is your sense?

MB: I wish I knew. A galvanizing issue maybe finally that brings us together the way various issues have in the past? I don’t know what that issue will be but something has to light a fire maybe it will be the work/life balance thing because somebody said, was it somebody we interviewed? Or somebody I heard give a lecture, the new ‘problem that has no name’, like that being at home in the 50’s that problem that has no name is women trying to work a 50 hour week and raise the children and do everything. And we’ll all crack, everybody will crack and then that will be what lights the fire maybe. 

BB: And the double burden – well not burden – of having elderly parents who are aging…

HL: Plus that and it seems to be the women who are looking after the parents. 

MB: Oh yeah. It is insane the expectations. I’m a bit past some of that

HL: Oh you’re so young, you’re not past that

MB: Well I’m past having the parents and my kids are grown pretty much

HL: Someone said to me before my mother died, she said to me, my mother gave me the great gift of dying quickly and quietly. And I was shocked but she was right. The great gift of dying quickly and quietly well I hope that I do that just between us I don’t mind telling you…

RECORDING OVER



