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Isabel:
Do you want to introduce yourself and tell us about how you came to be in the role you're in
now?

Gustavo:
My name is Gustavo Estrada. | was born in Guatemala City. | came to Montreal on my twentieth
birthday. | was very disoriented when | arrived, since | had not planned to leave Guatemala.

In my previous life, | had been a student activist. Guatemala was in a civil war, so it was
dangerous to be a dissident. That did not stop me, but it did have consequences.

When | found myself here in Montreal, and | got a job with this beautiful man, Louis LeBlanc,
who was an incredible source of inspiration for me. He realized that | needed to focus my mind
on something other than my distress and my work, so one week into my new life, he looked at
me and said, “You, young man, you need to take an art class. Come with me. We'll go to the
Visual Arts Center. It's not far from the shop. You'll enjoy it.”

And | took a jewelry making class.

My first teacher was Alexandra Von Schilling. She was great. | remember quite clearly how stern
and how dedicated she was to making things right, not cutting corners. That inspired me.

Little by little, | took many lessons at the Visual Arts Center and then | pursued formal training in
jewelry making. | had the chance to go to the Saidye Bronfman School of Fine Arts (now the
Segal Centre).! It was a community-based and funded organization that thrived on diversity.

Isabel:
What was the Saidye Bronfman Centre like at that time?

Gustavo:

The Saidye Bronfman School of Fine Arts was an institution. If you wanted to learn jewelry
making with the rebel students, the anti-establishment, non-conformist students, you had to go
there. That’s what people used to say.
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That’s where | encountered one of my mentors, the woman that was like a mother to me, Enid
Kaplan. She helped me discover the possibilities of jewelry making as a tool to express myself.
Not only for making beautiful things, but also adding a narrative to it. Enid gave me my first job.
And helped me discover everything that jewelry offers, not only in this city, but also in New York
City.

| was inspired by two particularly amazing women, Enid Kaplan on one hand, with her really free
and very open way of seeing the world, and another incredible and equally generous person,
Janise Kermen. She is a Montreal-based jewelry artist. With Janise, | worked at the bench and |
learned actually how to make jewelry. With Janise, it was all about the execution, not being
even a point of a millimeter off.

Isabel:
How did you transition from working as a bench jeweller to teaching as well?

Gustavo:

Victoria LeBlanc, who was the director of the Visual Arts Centre at the time, offered me the job.
| ended up replacing the person who gave me my first class. | was still a young jeweler, but | had
the ability to share knowledge.

Isabel:

You said that Enid Kaplan showed you how jewelry could be an expression of yourself. How do
you balance the transmission of practical skills with the need to support a student's desire to go
on their own individual journey and express their personal vision?

Gustavo:

| always try to put myself in the shoes of the technical director. Technical direction is important.
It's important because balance is important on a piece of jewelry that's going to be worn on the
body. My job is to help my students say what they want to say, and to try with all of my
knowledge to make it work.

Isabel:

So next door to the workshop we are in now, is Atelier Artéfact® and its studio, the Montreal
Academy of Metal Art,? a not-for-profit jewellery-making school and community workspace. Can
you tell us how it came to be?
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Gustavo:
One of my dear friends, Jerome LeBlanc, and | decided to jump in and create a non-for-profit
that is called Atelier Artéfact.

The idea was to create a non-for-profit creative space where we could offer the beginning of the
creative and technical vocabulary, without imposing the rigor of academia. Don't get me wrong,
there are hundreds of years of tradition on how to make jewelry. But nurturing creativity is the
most important thing to me.

Ernesto Guevara de la Serna said that in our society, we act as a commodity or tool for most of
our working life. We work for somebody to create other goods or services, but it's only through
art and culture that we free ourselves. So taking that into account, that's what this place is. It’s a
space where like-minded people work and evolve with you to find the time to play.

| understand that we're not going to render jewelry making democratic or really accessible, but
we try to render the space to create it as accessible as possible, with all the seriousness of what
is required, since we work with fire and tools that could hurt you.

In addition to classes, people can rent out hours in the space to use our tools and equipment.
Our success rate is 98% of respect and attention to the actual space.

Isabel:
What is it about the environment that encourages students and users to respect and care for it?

Gustavo:

| like to think that it's because people feel accepted and trusted. We are accessible, with some
necessary rigor, but we don't chase you down for every little thing. Objects are replaceable. We
could replace any object. But what is not replaceable is the environment. When you’re in an
accepting environment which encourages you to play, you feel like you belong and you actually
putin a little effort.

We're really working hard to maintain it. It is exhausting because we have to come in at the end
of every day just to make sure that all the equipment is safely stored and shut down. But that is
my investment in my community.

Because when the Saidye Bronfman closed, we misfits and non-conformists had no space.
Nowhere to go. In the spirit of the Saidye Bronfman Centre, we base our organization on the



respect of the individuals who come through the door -- that is the most important thing. As a
team of teachers and administrators, we are cohesive and share that value.

The population that uses this space ranges in age from their late teens until their 80s.

When we started Atelier Artéfact, we didn't know that we should have gotten our charitable
numbers, because this is not what we do (or did) for a living. We couldn't get donations because
of that, but now we are on the way to getting registered and getting our board of directors. It's
a complex process.

But it's a great success because of the involvement of my friend Cynthia Hawkes and my friend
Diane Cloutier. Diane is a huge reason for our success: she’s great at managing. And Cynthia
Hawkes, too, who is a visionary in terms of how to best tame my idealism and turn it into
something actualizable.

Isabel:
Earlier in our conversation you mentioned that the organization feels solid and stable, and like if
you stepped away, it would keep going. How long has it felt like that?

Gustavo:

It's felt like that since we have become integrated as a team the way we are right now. | would
say it's in the last year that | have developed the certainty that the programming will continue.
And | know that | will never stop being involved because by nature | like to be involved in things.
And | know that one has to continue investing in oneself in the community. Because if you don't,
then what's communal about it?

But you have to learn to let go of certain things. | like tight-knit and organized things, and for
every tool to be in the right place. But in order to create a community space where people feel
free to play and create, you have to let go a bit. That’s the hardest part. | know that in terms of
where I'm at as a parent and now a grandparent. | used to get caught up on fingerprints
everywhere and messiness and all that. That messiness doesn't exist anymore, and | long for it
now.

So this thing, this space, is here right now. | know that it is messy, and it will be messy because
people are messy. But that’s part of the beauty of it. We get to be there for them in a stage of
their career where they are messy.



And then they'll move on. They'll get their own studio where they're going to sit and create for
12 hours straight, maybe. Or they’ll make a workspace at home to work with mediums like wax.

But if they feel respected and valued here, | know that they're going to come back and keep
participating in our community.

Isabel:
What is some advice you have for the new artists who are coming to the space and starting out?

Gustavo:
You don't need to buy everything because you deplete your resources. If you buy just some of
the materials to make your art and then find a safe space where you can play, that is the best.

Isabel:
Do you have any fantasies or dreams for what will happen with this school? Or do you feel like
your biggest dream is that it will continue?

Gustavo:

No. | am a big believer that you have to talk about what you want in life. You have to put it out
there. You have to put it out there because if you don't manifest what you want, nobody's going
to know about it. And they're going to say, “Oh, you're too much of a dreamer.” Or: “That's
unrealistic.”

Once we get our charitable organization numbers, my dream is for us to open a gallery space.
My other dream is for us to start a scholarship fund for students to take our classes.

| was going to create the scholarship in the memory of Enid Kaplan, who unfortunately passed
away many years ago. But we have to have the money for it. It has to be held in order for us to
establish an ongoing scholarship. So that's where we're going, I'm hoping. The goal is to make
this place as accessible as possible.

Isabel:
As you said, jewelry is difficult to democratize as an art form. There are a lot of obstacles to
that; cultural barriers, cost barriers and knowledge barriers.

Obviously, the studio is a multilingual space. What does it mean for you and your team to work
and welcome people into a multilingual space?



Gustavo:

Multilingual spaces are important. And we should defend them. We should defend multilingual
spaces as we defend multiculturalism, as we defend gender, as we defend the right of people to
express themselves. Let them do what they do.

| believe that the current state of affairs in this province is trying to censor people that have
different backgrounds. | am different and unique in color and shape and in mind, like everyone
is. | have the right to be able to express myself in the language that | choose, as an individual.

Running a multilingual space here is part of how we contribute to keeping our community
diverse and inclusive.

Isabel:
Thank you so much for your time, Gustavo.



