
I few steps up the driveway and through the wideopen garage
g / Idoors took me sfaight into Jane Ash Poifas's studio, attached
! to her large house in one of Edmonton's leafir residendal neigh-
E borhoods. She wasn't there. Apparently unconcerned that tens of
E thousands of dollars' worth ot-paintings tay open to view from the

sidewalk, she was in another part of the house, on the phone. Ifs
not that I'd been expecting security guards, but I hadn't thought
I could just walk in on one of Canada's eminent artists.

At 45, Jane Ash Poitras has streaked across the Canadian art
world with swift and dazzling success since her first public tr
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exhibition in Edmonton in 1984. Hervivid canvases-mostde
picting native images, manywith a flery message-hang in at least
50 collections in North America. Some are valued as high as

$50,000. Her last show at the Mira Godard Gallery in Tbronto sold
out. She is now preparing for a cross-Canada traveling show.

kr the midst of this, Poitras is disarmingly casual. Flopped at the
kitchentable or onthe dech inTshirL shorts andbarefeet, braced
with a cup of coffee, she answers my questions with nonstop sto
rltelling. You'd thinkwe'd known each otherforyears.

And so I learn that this aboriginal
artistgrewup in awhiteworld, torn
from the native roots she would lat-
er rediscover almost by accident. I
learn that her current life of domes-
tic happiness and wealth belies her
miserable lonelybeginnings. And I
learn that on a spiritual quest for
"healing," she has also become an
artworld celebrity and adept busi-
nesswomal, juggling and even en-
joying the pressures of dealers,
bankers and the media.

But 40years ago, hervery survir,al
was at stake.

Jane Ash Poitras was born in 1951

on a fapline near Fort Chipe!\yan,
Alta., the daughter of a Cree camp
cook and a father whose name she
would neverknow. Bounced around
among Edmonton foster homes in
the 1950s while her mother was dy-
ing of tuberculosis (an illness that
would claim most of Poitras's close
relatives in northern Alberta) she
herself was so sick with severe
eczema,psoriasis, malnufition and
a hernia, that "I might have died at
age 6," she says matter-of-fact1y.

It is now part of the legend ofJane
Ash Poitras that in 1957 Marguerite Poitras's painting Living in the Storm Too Long combines
Runck, a 65-year-old German collage, painted images and lettering.
Catholic immigrant with a grown-up
family, found the sickly &year-old apparenfly lost in the streets of
her daughter's neighborhood and tookherhome.

Uptheywent, up aflightof 350wooden steps climbingthe bank
of the Norttr Saskatchewan River. "Thafs when I learned to climb
stairs. There were no staircases on the reserves." Mrs. Runck
tookJane on a round ofvisits to doctors and hospitals and to a lan-
guage laboratory to learn English. She curledJane's hair and sent
her to Brownies: her home would be Jane's for the next 20 years.

A photograph of Marguerite Runck, a nurturing yet tough
woman '\Mho picked me offthe street and saved my ass," hangs-
like a picture of a household saint-in the kitchen where we're
talking. fftoday Poitras seems serene in the face of her own pasl
unburdened by bitterness, it is because ofthe rock-solid security
provided by Mrs. Runck's love. Poitras has even used old Runck
family photos in her work, to represent the idealized family.

The worldJane thus entered was filled with the church, with
the ritual that would emerge so powerfully in her painting, wittr
singing and visiting. A devout Catholic, Mrs. Runck took the girl
to Mass every morning and again in the evening. It was a world

of intense listening-to sermons and prayers, and to Mrs. Runck s
circle of German-speaking old folk who related their life stories
over tea. This oral fadition was the closest thing in the white world
to the Cree culture from which she had been taken.

ButJane knew she came from a differentworld. Mrs. RunclCs
white lie-that Jane had "only a little bit of Indian blood"-was
meant to give the child a sense of belonging even though she stood
out visually. "Of course I wondered where I came from," Poitras
says. "All the time. It was my curse and my sadness as a child."

Kids threw rocks at her, shrieking
"Chinky Chinky Chinamanl" Once,
still struggling with English, she was
tossed out of school as "retarded."
She would flnd refuge in Mrs.
Runck's garden, where she'd sit
alone for hours, absorbed by the
clouds above and the rocks below.

She also found refuge in the plea-

sures of drawing, scribbling, cutting
and pasting. "I was born an artist,"
she declares with characteristic
brawra, and tells of the "magic" she
found in the black ballpoint and pur-
ple pens she used to sketch at Mrs.
Runck s kitchen table.

The artist was honing her tools.
But to flnd her theme, she would
have to become an lndian again.

It didn't happen until the early
1980s, when Poitras, age 30, was
sfudying flne arts at the University
of Alberta, having already complet
ed a degree in microbiology. Despite.
her childhood questions abouther
origins, she had never probed fur-
ther. Now, in al undergraduate art
class, Poifas met Nora Yellowknee,
a Cree studentwho asked her, "Do
you know where your people are?"

Suddenly, Poitras was stirred by
the possibility that there were peopTe

to whom she "belonged." She knew
that the trail began in Fort Chipewyan. A phone call to the near-
est Indian agent in Cold lake, Alta., disclosed "my entire history,"
and the fact that her mother's sister, Alphonsine, was still alive.
Meeting Alphonsine, then going with her to Fort Chipewyan to
find other relatives, was like a "rebirthing," Poifas says. "I melt-
ed right into them. My behavior was like theirs. The world
wasn't all white. I had an identity."

Gaining confldence in her new identity, Poitras participated in !
several "sweats" in southern Alberta, vision-inducing ceremonies *
in a stoneheated hut of animal skins. Butwhile exploring this new- fi
found heritage, she was stil keen on what the white world had to I
offer. In 1984 an Alberta native arts and crafts society honored her !
with an award for emerging native artists; that same year, she I
headed for NewYork City on a scholarship to the printmaking !
program at Columbia University. I

A decade later. she still lights up wi*r the remembered excite g

ment of those incandescentyears, when "everlthing was magr- j
cal." She took anthropology and philosophy courses, prowled gal- j
leries to stand awed before Rothkos and Picassos, met other D a

LLA cHATELATNE/APRtL 1997






