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In a series of five ceramic bowls titled “If This is 

What You Call ‘Being Civilized,’ I’d rather go back to 

Being a ‘Savage,’” First Nations artist Judy Chartrand 

brings together aspects of her personal history, the 

history of Vancouver and the history of post-contact 

relations between Aboriginal and European cultures. 

Each bowl is subtitled with the name of a hotel 

located along a seven-block strip of East Hastings 

in downtown Vancouver, an area known as “skid 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Balmoral Hotel, 2007, 
hand built clay with underglaze and glaze lustre (12 x 33.5 cm h x Ø) SAG 2007.01.01 Photograph by Scott Massey
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row.” The bold graphics identifying each hotel on 

the street are reproduced on the bowls, where they 

are surrounded by a swarm of cheeky cockroaches. 

Although the style is punchy and cartoon-like, the 

bowls speak to a legacy of injustice and violence 

with a voice that mixes humour and anger in equal 

measure.

Judy Chartrand, a Manitoba Cree born in Kamloops, 

British Columbia, was raised in Vancouver’s 

Downtown Eastside (DTES). Her First Nations 

heritage and early experience of the inner-city did 

much to shape her artistic sensibility. She remembers 

happy times growing up with her extended family 

in an ethnically diverse community. But she also 

recalls incidents of prejudice, racism and the ravages 

of extreme poverty experienced first hand. In the 

1950s and 60s, the Downtown Eastside was home 

to thriving businesses: department chains Eaton’s 

and Woodward’s, family groceries, pawn shops, 

cafés, hotels and bars.� Although her immediate 

home exposed her to little art, she spent hours in 

the Vancouver Museum, which at that time occupied 

three floors in the Carnegie Building at the corner 

of Hastings and Main.� In 1980, the Carnegie was 

converted into a community centre with a library, 

art gallery and other educational and recreational 

amenities.3 In 1989, working as a chambermaid, 

she became interested in pottery after watching a 

video on the famous San Ildefonso potter, Maria 

Martinez. She watched the video repeatedly until she 

also was able to make her own coiled pots, which 

she fired at Carnegie Centre. Encouraged by her 

success, she applied to and was accepted into the 

Fine Arts program at Langara College, transferring 

later to Emily Carr Institute of Art + Design (ECI, later 

Emily Carr University). While a student at Emily Carr, 

she went on exchange to the Institute of American 

Indian Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico. This proved to 

be a life-changing experience. Her instructors were 

important First Nations artists, and she encountered 

the richness of Aboriginal art in the city’s numerous 

galleries and museum collections. She returned to 

Canada with a new sense of confidence and purpose, 

completing her Master of Fine Arts at the University 

of Regina in 2003. In addition to formal instruction, 

she attended workshops with Native masters to 

learn the traditional arts of beading, quill work and 

moose-hair tufting. Rather than segregating the two 

approaches, she incorporates traditional skills into 

her contemporary work to convey a “sense of pride, 

strength and beauty.”4

Chartrand has exhibited in numerous group shows 

across Canada and the United States. In 2004, she 

was included in Hot Clay, the Surrey Art Gallery’s 

exploration of contemporary ceramics.5 In addition to 

the series of bowls that are the subject of this essay, 

she exhibited ceramic lard pails and Lysol spray 

cans. The spray cans responded to an ugly incident 

in which an elderly Native man was humiliated by a 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather 
go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Balmoral Hotel, underside view, detail



Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Astoria Hotel, 2007, 
hand built clay with underglaze and glaze lustre (11.7 x 33 cm h x Ø) SAG 2007.01.02 Photograph by Scott Massey
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grocery store chain and by the police.6 Her work was 

included in a major travelling exhibition, Changing 

Hands: Art Without Reservation 2: Contemporary 

Native North American Art from the West, Northwest 

& Pacific, organized by the Museum of Arts & Design 

in New York City.7 Between 2006 and 2008, this 

exhibition travelled to seven American cities, where 

it consistently attracted media attention and public 

interest. In 2006, Chartrand, Wayde Compton and 

Haruko Okano were invited by Access Gallery and 

the Powell Street Festival to participate in Lost and 

Found, an exhibition exploring shared memories 

of the DTES. In her work, Counteract, Chartrand 

replicated a café lunch counter remembered from 

her youth. The installation included a white counter, 

white stools and white coffee cups in which floated 

white letters spelling “whites only.” On the wall 

behind, Chartrand attached items from her collection 

of vintage games, toys and photographs incorporating 

racist stereotypes common in popular imagery of the 

day. That same year, her work was featured as part of 

an online exhibition, Two Worlds (2006), organized by 

Grunt Gallery. Her political and cultural positions are 

made apparent; she speaks of “confronting issues of 

colonization, assimilation and identity politics” with 

humour and anger.8 She transcends painful memories 

of devastation and loss, making work that questions 

racist stereotypes and white privilege. Exploring 

difficult and often divisive situations as they arise 

in her own life, Chartrand addresses realities most 

First Nations people face daily, realities many others 

would prefer to ignore. 

Chartrand meets challenges posed by institutional 

racism head-on. As a student at ECI, she responded 

to the lack of understanding she and fellow Native 

students faced from non-Native peers by organizing 

the college’s first and second Aboriginal Awareness 

Days. These events featured exhibitions of work 

by First Nations students and presentations by 

prominent First Nations artists. She donated work to 

community initiatives in the DTES and raised funds 

for scholarships for First Nations students in Regina. 

The response has been gratifying, making her feel 

she has received back far more than she gave.9 Her 

fearlessness in the face of obstacles and generosity 

of spirit allow her to call attention to inequality and 

injustice without losing hope.

Chartrand is part of a large and growing number 

of First Nations artists who are attracting attention 

on the national and international art scene. Issues 

surrounding the making and exhibiting of Native art 

are many, and not all are directly relevant to individual 

artists. In Canada, there is a growing awareness of 

the need to develop Native curators who have the 

specialized knowledge required both to understand 

issues and practices of First Nations artists and to 

interpret them for a broader public. All artists work 

within the reality they perceive, and for First Nations 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d 
rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Astoria Hotel, side view



Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Empress Hotel, 2007, 
hand built clay with underglaze and glaze lustre (13 x 33.4 cm h x Ø) SAG 2007.01.03 Photograph by Scott Massey
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artists, that reality is dominated by the lasting legacy 

of colonial assumptions.�0 For example, standard 

art history almost exclusively addresses the history 

of European or Western art, leaving little room for 

alternatives. Historical Aboriginal art is relegated 

to the ethnographic museum, and contemporary 

First Nations art given only sporadic attention by art 

publications and institutions.�� First Nations scholars 

struggle to be recognized as authorities within 

existing intellectual frameworks as well as within new 

paradigms for conceptualizing Aboriginal knowledge 

and experience. In effect, by insisting history begins 

with writing, official narratives discount Aboriginal 

history and art history as oral myth. Mohawk historian 

Deborah Doxator has written:

It is as though thousands of years of Indige-

nous peoples constructing, interacting with, 

interpreting, and reflecting cultural meta-

phors...never really happened....Along with 

the devaluation of (our) history, colonialism 

has also devalued Indigenous intellectual 

thought, and in many cases fails to see it as 

an intellectual tradition at all.��

Fortunately, a new generation of Aboriginal and 

sympathetic non-Aboriginal professionals are 

working to develop new contexts for exploring and 

highlighting both the extensive corpus of traditional 

Aboriginal art and new directions for contemporary 

expressions. Working together, both Native and non-

Native artists, curators and cultural workers aspire 

to “construct a uniquely Aboriginal art history, one 

that is grounded in the philosophical foundations of 

Aboriginal concepts of community and identity.”�3

For many of the new generation of Aboriginal artists, 

issues of visibility, personal and cultural identity and 

the legacy of colonialism take front and centre. In 

popular culture, Native people have been represented 

as “primitive,” “remote from civilization” or “close 

to nature.” These representations are not only 

racist, they fail to account for the growing number 

of Aboriginals living in urban areas. Challenging 

dominant perceptions and frameworks for perceiving 

Aboriginals is important for Native researchers and 

artists alike.�4 Dana Claxton, a Lakota filmmaker and 

performance artist living in Vancouver, illuminates 

tensions between signifiers of Aboriginals that 

comprise urban architectural ornament and the 

invisibility of “real” urban Aboriginals. Her video 

I Want to Know Why (1994) pairs icons of Native 

culture found on monuments in cities all over North 

America with images of her great grandmother and 

mother. She notes that in the area around her studio 

in the DTES, Native inhabitants are both extremely 

visible and “’totally invisible’ to urban dwellers who 

have no concern for social issues.” Using split-screen 

imagery, Claxton’s video examines the “complex 

fragmentation of the meta-narratives of colonialisms, 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to 
Being a ‘Savage’”: Empress Hotel, underside view, detail



Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Dodson Hotel, 2007, 
hand built clay with underglaze and glaze lustre (12.2 x 33.5 cm h x Ø) SAG 2007.01.04 Photograph by Scott Massey
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race and gender.”�5 Multi-media artist Shelley Niro, a 

Mohawk from the Six Nations Reserve in Ontario, uses 

humour to deconstruct stereotypical images of First 

Nations people. In a series of fourteen photographs, 

Mohawks in Beehives (1992), Niro poses her sisters, 

mother and friends in a variety of hilarious situations 

sporting outrageous hairstyles, primping under the 

hair dryer or mugging for the camera. Niro challenges 

“the validity of the visual and written images created 

by Euro-Canadians of the people of the First Nations...

revealing the fallacy of the ‘white man’s Indian’, and 

ultimately...taking control.”16 Chartrand fits in well 

with these and other First Nations artists who are 

actively reclaiming their Aboriginal identity even as 

they reveal that identity to be in constant flux and 

evolution. As urban Aboriginals, they understand 

the importance of traditional knowledge, culture 

and experience in maintaining ties with distant 

communities, and, increasingly, it is recognized that 

art and cultural activities are central to sustaining 

these connections.�7 

Chartrand’s “If This is What You Call ‘Being Civilized,’ 

I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’” comprises 

five low-fire, hand-built ceramic bowls decorated 

with underglaze colours and lustre. The backs are 

stamped with images and texts that create rich 

patterns in the white clay. The work arises from her 

experiences of the Downtown Eastside of Vancouver, 

a region currently plagued by poverty, drug addiction, 

homelessness and the highest level of HIV infection in 

the western world. She represents the DTES through 

five of its infamous “skid-row” hotels, which are 

home to many of the area’s disadvantaged residents. 

The hotels she features, The Balmoral, The Astoria, 

The Empress, The Dodson and the Sunrise, all front 

onto a seven-block strip of East Hastings, an area 

home to architecturally distinguished buildings, now 

sadly fallen into decay.�8 Ironically, because these 

buildings once serviced fashionable clients, they are 

marked by fanciful neon signs which catch the eye 

of camera-wielding tourists. Chartrand mischievously 

pairs the elaborate signage with a less savory marker, 

cockroaches, which, despite efforts to improve 

conditions,�9 are equally at home in the hotels. The 

cockroaches are rendered in a humourous, cartoon 

style, with waving antennae and lustred details. The 

lively swarm makes an attractive pattern - until one 

realizes what they are. Characteristically, Chartrand’s 

work activates a mixed response of pleasure and 

repulsion, temporarily immobilizing the viewer. In 

this moment of vulnerability, a much fuller range of 

associations is triggered. Viewers are made to look 

at things they might ordinarily ignore, to contemplate 

experiences they might find alien or disturbing, and 

are thus made aware of the realities of others.

Chartrand introduces a level of complexity into 

something that at first appears quite simple, using 

the everyday form of a bowl to carry her message. 

This choice is itself loaded, as her bowls reference a 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather 
go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Dodson Hotel, underside view, detail



Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Sunrise Hotel, 2007, 
hand built clay with underglaze and glaze lustre (12.6 x 33.5 cm h x Ø) SAG 2007.01.05 Photograph by Scott Massey
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tradition found among the Mimbres people who lived 

in what is now southwest New Mexico from about 

200 to 1450 CE. As did many Aboriginal groups in 

that area, the Mimbres made beautiful coiled bowls; 

those produced between about 750 and 1130 were 

painted with complex black and white patterns.�0 

About twenty percent of these were decorated with 

images of deer, rabbits, birds, human beings and 

even giant insects. While their precise meaning and 

relationship to their owners are not known, these 

bowls have been found in graves placed over the head 

of the deceased. Often a small hole is knocked out 

from the bottom, leaving an opening through which it 

was thought the spirit of the deceased might depart. 

Chartrand encountered many examples of these 

lovely bowls while studying in Santa Fe, and she was 

profoundly moved by their beauty and symbolism. 

She builds on the function of the bowl as a mediator 

between the living and the dead in that her bowls also 

honour the departed. The back sides to her bowls are 

stamped with images depicting physical threats such 

as cockroaches, alcohol bottles, arrows and syringes, 

and good things such as Southwest Native designs, 

petroglyphs, buffalos and flowers.�� Stamped texts 

spell out phrases such as “murdered” “urban death” 

and “we mourn.” Chartrand lost three sisters, friends 

and acquaintances to the Downtown Eastside, and 

it is from this location that Robert Pickton scouted 

his many victims.�� These vessels memorialize lives 

cut short, a universal theme that resonates with the 

Mimbres tradition. 

Chartrand’s choice of the cockroach to make her 

point is also significant. Cockroaches universally 

inspire disgust, indicating as they do unacceptable 

levels of filth, disease and disorder. They can live for 

months without food, are difficult to exterminate and 

are notorious for spreading disease. Cockroaches 

typify conditions in the skid-row hotels depicted on 

Chartrand’s bowls, yet they carry other meanings as 

well. Scientists believe the American Cockroach was 

introduced from Africa as early as 1625, suggesting 

their presence in North America can be linked directly 

to the slave trade.�3 This allows Chartrand to express 

solidarity with others who have suffered at the hands 

of European colonization, despite their very different 

histories. As cockroaches are an invasive species, it 

is possible to see them as symbols of the European 

colonists who invaded and appropriated Native land. 

The city of Vancouver sits on land traditionally occupied 

by the Musqueam, descendants of the Coastal Salish 

people.�4 Efforts to have this recognized have not 

always met with approval.�5 Yet cockroaches also 

appear as tricksters in popular culture. For example, 

archy, of “archy and mehitabel,” was a sensitive, 

type-writing cockroach who in a past life was a free-

verse poet. In the early part of the twentieth century, 

Don Marquis, his creator, used archy as a vehicle for 

social commentary in his daily newspaper columns.26 

In popular films, television programs and novels, 

cockroaches figure as threatening aliens, slapstick 

comedians or alter egos, and thus Chartrand’s use of 

the creature invokes a wide range of responses.

A heady mix of anger, sorrow, ambivalence and irony 

reveals itself in the title to Judy Chartrand’s series: 

“If This is What You Call ‘Being Civilized,’ I’d rather 

go back to Being a ‘Savage.’” European cultures used 

the term “Civilized” to distinguish themselves from 

the peoples they conquered and displaced, whom 

they called “Savage.” The opportunity to “become 

civilized” through assimilation was extended to 

certain Native people. In the nineteenth century the 

United States designated five tribes as “Civilized” 

on account of their willingness to forego their own 

traditions for western ways. It must be noted that this 

“willingness” was a desperate, if ineffectual survival 

strategy, as over 84,000 were forcibly uprooted and 
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displaced to western lands.�7 The title, while ironic, 

invites dialogue; it addresses itself to the dominant 

culture and makes a strong claim for the right to be 

“other.” In the face of injustice and institutionalized 

racism, Chartrand asserts her living presence and the 

values of her culture. She refuses to be invisible and 

complacent just as she refuses racist projections from 

a culture that cares or understands little about her. 

By proudly declaring her preference to be “Savage,” 

a hateful term designed to undermine and eradicate 

her existence, she takes a brave and hopeful stand. 

Viewers of these bowls are themselves encouraged 

and strengthened by her resolve. 
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Artist’s Statement (2007)
March 11, 2007

I had gone on a school trip to New York City and 

on the last day I had a chance to walk through the 

Smithsonian Museum to see their Native American 

collection. 

While there I heard comments from a family of 

whites that I found to be quite disturbing. As they 

viewed the collections they made jokes about the 

clothing and other items on display and all of this 

was done in front of their young son. At one of the 

displays, the child ran up to it and said, “Hey, look at 

the Indian Chief”. It was a dressed manikin wearing 

a feathered headdress, something that the child was 

obviously familiar with. Sadly, it made me think about 

how stereotypes were created and passed on from 

generation to generation. 

When I returned to Vancouver I decided to create a 

bowl that expressed these thoughts. Because I grew 

up in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, this was 

where I began to search for ideas. I had documented 

the signage of the most visible hotels in the area 

and was struggling with how I was going to depict 

these in a bowl. Should I attempt to paint the streets 

and sidewalks with people, or do I just paint in the 

signs?

I decided to fill the void around the signage with 

cockroaches, as they not only symbolize the weak 

and downtrodden, but also remind us of the slum 

conditions of the streets and hotels in the area. On 

the underside of the bowls I created individual stamps 

of text, signs and decoration in order to position the 

bowls as a First Nations experience.

The title, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d 

Rather Go Back To Being A ‘Savage’” addresses my 

thoughts and views about what we as First Nations 

peoples had before contact as opposed to what some 

of us have to face now due to the destructive nature 

of colonization and racism.  

I lost three older sisters and over six cousins to 

Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside. And while I never 

did understand the appeal to life on those streets, I 

guess in some sorrowful way, these bowls follow an 

ancient Mimbres burial ritual of paying respect to so 

many lives lost. 
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Judy Chartrand, “If This is What You Call, ‘Being Civilized’, I’d rather go back to Being a ‘Savage’”: Sunrise Hotel, underside view, detail
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