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“My parents were immigrants, and like many of 
their peers, wanted me to be a doctor or a 
lawyer,” remembers Sara Angelucci. Instead, 

she pursued a career in art. “In a way, I’m an aberration. Artists usually 
come from the middle class. I come from the working one,” she adds. 
As a result, she built her confidence over a long period of time and 
through formal studies. She started by obtaining a Bachelor of Arts in 
Art History at the University of Guelph because it would allow her to 
teach, an arguably more respectable profession. Yet, enamoured with 
and energized by the creative process, she proceeded to complete both 
a Bachelor and a Master of Fine Arts; the first at her Alma Mater, 
the second at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design. “When I 
was in graduate school, one of my professors eventually said to me: 
“you can stop proving yourself now.” I had no idea what he meant 
by that. He continued: ‘just the fact that you’re here, doing a master’s 
degree, you’ve already proven yourself.’ I had never thought about it. 

My parents were uneducated, spoke broken English, and were labour-
ers. No one else in my family had been to university. So, for me to just 
be at this level was already quite the accomplishment,” she recounts. 

This realization very much informs her practice: which focuses on 
the intersection of identity politics, memory and history. “While we 
discuss the impact of racial, religious or cultural differences in our 
society, we rarely talk about how class shapes who we are and what we 
do. In all of my projects, I’m interested in the stories that don’t get told. 
It’s a political concern. Who gets to tell their stories and who doesn’t? 
What’s part of the official history, and what is left out?”

Take her latest œuvre, Piece Work, 2017, for example; it is both a 
tribute to blue-collar workers who come from different walks of life, 
and an invitation for all of us to reconsider our presumptions regard-
ing such community. In 2016, Angelucci visited Coppley Apparel, a 
staple of the city of Hamilton’s industrial sector—it was established 
in Hamilton in 1883—repeatedly. It also happened to be where her 
mother, Nina Angelucci, worked when she first arrived to Canada until 
she gave birth to twins. Today, thanks to a combination of photographs, 
sound installation, sculpture and video, her daughter provides insights 
into the daily life of those who sew men’s suits for the 134-year-old 
company, from the nature of their work to the stories of the people 
behind the high-end ensembles.

“People make this assumption that if you work in a factory, then 
you must be stupid,” says Angelucci. “It couldn’t be farther from the 

truth. They do so for many different reasons. Sometimes, it’s because 
when they come as immigrants their education and credentials don’t 
transfer. I interviewed one woman who used to be an architect, one 
who was a physiotherapist, and one who was a professor and a Syrian 
refugee, who had been shot while on the school’s campus. Other em-
ployees choose to toil in a given factory because they love the work 
itself.”

Angelucci’s mother was a telling example of the complexities of 
one’s relationship with their workplace. Earning wages gave her an 
independence she enjoyed. “She was proud to be able to make an 
income because until she came to Canada, she had never had her own 
money in her pocket. She lived with her parents and siblings. They 
were tenant farmers. She contributed to the household by helping 
with the work that had to be done,” reflects the Italo-Canadian 
artist. Factory work doesn’t necessary enslave as Marx would have 
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it; components of it can liberate. Still, that would be too reductive a 
reading of Angelucci’s work. With Piece Work she manages to cel-
ebrate the skills of the workers -whom she refers to as ‘mano d’oro,’ 
‘gold hands’ in Italian, and about whom she writes: “Like alchemists 
they transform one element into another; their exacting labour turns 
fabric into dollars, dollars into bread”, without obscuring the downsides 
of such places and occupation, a feat made possible by her wealth of 
creative experiences. 

A professor at Ryerson University, Angelucci knows all too well the 
perils of trying to cover too much ground. In her classes, she urges 
her students to be realistic in terms of what you can accomplish given 
the time you’re allotted. While working on a previous exhibition, 
“Provenance Unknown,” featuring her manipulation of found, un-
attributed and anonymous photographs, she wanted to add a sound 
component: a choral bird piece that, if realised, would have made 
further connections between aviaries and photography. Yet the curator 
Emelie Chhangur felt there was not enough space to accommodate 
such installation. “I was disappointed, but, in retrospect, I’m glad she 
stopped me. It would have been too much work for the amount of time 
that I had and would have compromised the rest of the show,” admits 
Angelucci. 

She shelved that project until the Art Gallery of Ontario offered 
her a residency in the winter of 2013-2014. There, she produced A 
Mourning Chorus, an interpretation and performance of North 

American birdsongs ending in a wail by vocalists trained in a range 
of traditions. “I still don’t feel it’s finished. At the moment, it can only 
exist as a live act, which is limiting,” says Angelucci. “For artists, cre-
ation is not sequestered into exhibition timelines. Ideas come, evolve 
and carry over from one work to another. You think: ‘this is finished, I 
did that 10 years ago, and I’m done.’ In reality, you might have an idea 
at one point, but have idea how to execute it until later. Whether you 
needed time, maturity, more information or better technology, who 
knows? But eventually, things just coalesce.”

A similar creative process was at play with Piece Work. Commissioned 
by the Art Gallery of Hamilton as part of their Canada150 program-
ming, she looked for a way to merge the personal and the collective, 
a thread that connects several of her previous pieces. “My parents 
both died quite young when I was in my late 20s, early 30s. I never 
really thought about my family history and background at all. Then 

suddenly, I found myself in a position where I was wondering about it 
and wishing I had asked them questions. Photography comes into play 
so beautifully in that segue of looking at memory, history and identity,” 
she says. 

In 2005 she made Everything in my Father’s Wallet, a series of photos 
of the content of Orfeo Angelucci’s wallet that she found, by accident, 
in a box ten years after his death. She repeated the same exercise 
with her own and placed the two sets side-by-side. While he carried 
a United Steelworker’s of America union card, she had a univer-
sity alumni one; he had hunting licenses and permits, she had cinema, 
gallery and library memberships. Through these, she created a portrait 
of each individual and a study of their differences and similarities.

Five years later, thanks to an Ontario Arts Council grant, Angelucci 
traveled to Montottone, a village close to her family’s on the central 
Adriatic coast of Italy to work on Lacrimosa, 2010. Two of her mater-
nal aunts were at the dawn of their lives, their memories barely holding 
on. In a bid to understand what life was like for her parents in a rural 



56 BlackFlash / 34.3 / Feature

region before they left for Canada in 1956, 
she asked her older relatives and their peers 
to share stories and old photographs. These 
are shown in the wrinkled palms of those pic-
tured—a framing that foreshadows the atten-
tion paid to the sewers’ hands in Piece Work. 
Creating a family trilogy was never intention-
al, but when given the opportunity to make a 
project on and for the city of Hamilton, she 
felt compelled to turn her attention toward 
her mother and the labour of women. This 
focus also had the added benefit of shifting the 
gaze away from the city’s known steel past to 
shed light on other aspects of the community.

The Coppley operation is a large one and 
investigating every aspect would have proven 
overly ambitious. The main four-
floor building covers two city 
blocks. The company employs 300 
workers in many departments, 
including pattern making, cutting, 
sewing and ironing. Taking her 
own advice, Angelucci knew it 
wasn’t enough to zero in on a 
singular factory; she also had to 
hone in on a particular aspect of 
the work that goes into making 
a suit. Here, the sewers became 
emblems. Through them, not 
only could she could conjure her 
mother, but she could also broach 
subject matters close to her heart: 
the value of manual labour, 
the predicaments of immigrant 
workers and the existence of en-
during power dynamics, including 
those fixed in gender. 

A majority of the sewers are 
women with little visibility and 
little power, yet as curator Alana 
Traficante writes, “the products of 
their combined labour—the suits 
themselves—continue to convey 
a carefully constructed image of 
successful Western masculinity.” 
To further illustrate this point, 
Angelucci cites an anecdote told 
by Rose Vartanian, one of the 
workers, in which her boss Larry 
comes in brandishing a pair of 
trousers to tell his employees 
to respect the garment because 
it provides food for them and 
their family. “Although his point 
was to encourage quality in the 
company’s product, the company’s owner unwittingly acted out a eu-
phemism, holding up a pair of pants as if to emphasize a point about 
patriarchal power,” explains the discerning artist.

Vartanian’s telling recollection can be heard in the sound piece 
entitled The Sewers’ Chorus featuring 17 workers. Interviewed by 
Angelucci, they share details about where they came from, what they 
remember of their homeland, how long they’ve worked at Coppley 
Apparel, a day at work they’ll never forget, how much pieces they can 
stitch per day, and so on. They were also recorded reciting two lines 
composed by the artist: “we sow and we sow and we sow,” and “we are 
connected by a thread, a thread connects us.” These were meant to act 

as the chorus, while the person-
al answers would make up the 
different verses. The purpose: 
to make a point about the col-
lective nature of the work while 
also giving voice to the indi-
vidual. “You can’t make a suit 
without everyone contributing 
since it’s constructed out of 123 
pieces. It takes them about 40 
hours to make it from begin-
ning to end. But at the same 
time, I wanted to create a place 
where you could hear individu-
al voices and stories,” states the 
photographer-cum-composer. 

The arrangement also serves 
as a commentary on how 
we perceive immigrants as a 
homogenous unit. Over 36 
languages are spoken in the 
factory, which makes it accord-
ing to Angelucci, a “microcosm 
of immigration in Canada.” 
Although some experiences are 
common to many of them, the 
workers also have singular tales 
that make them unique souls. 
For a young adroit Afghani 
man who dreamed of being a 
doctor, sewing became a surviv-
al skill, a job that enabled him 
to earn money in the countries 
he fled to: Iran, Pakistan and 
now Canada. A refugee from 
Kurdistan who came to Canada 
completely on her own because 
she believes in freedom reminds 

us that piece work is really hard and precarious. Though unions have 
fought hard for better wages and safe working conditions, the tasks 
remain repetitive and tedious, while the pay depends on the number 
of pieces produced and the demand.

Angelucci’s fascination with sound developed alongside her pro-
clivity for the still image. “It’s not that I see it as photography’s de-
ficiency; it’s that it does something else that an image doesn’t. Sound 
evokes immediate presence while photography, often, evokes im-
mediate absence. I’m interested in playing to two things off of one 
another,” she says. Her introduction to the power of sound came in her 
mid-twenties, before she went back to get her second undergraduate 

•In a way, I’m an aberration. 

Artists usually come from the 

middle class. I come from the 

working one•Sara Angelucci
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degree when she worked in the public relations department for the 
Canadian Opera Company, a stint that lasted two years. “The first time 
I walked into a room where an opera singer was rehearsing five feet 
away from me, it was as if someone blew a horn at me. The sound 
hit my body with such force. I fell in love instantly,” she recalls. Since, 
she’s found different ways to include it in her practice. For instance, 
she composes unique soundtracks for her films, like the duet between 
the ancient Chinese pluck-string instrument called the Guzheng, and 

the cricket, in a video 
of nocturnal street-life 
in Shanghai entitled 
When the Cricket Sings, 
2007. She also produces 
live performance such 
as A Mourning Chorus, 
2014, which featured 
seven female vocalists, 
or The Venetian Forest, 
2013, using bird whistles 
from around the world 
to create an imaginary 
gathering of feathered 
creatures. 

In the case of The 
Sewers’ Chorus, 2017, 
Angelucci borrows 
from oral storytelling 
traditions, which she 
feels is “a place where 
we can hear diverse and 
alternative perspec-
tives on history.” These 
are the stories that are 
not part of the official 
Canadian narrative 
yet ought to be heard 
because they challenge 

and expand it. It’s not just what is said that matters, but how it is 
spoken: “The inflexion and the emotion in the voice speak volumes,” 
remarks the artist. So do the pauses, the silences, and the deep breaths. 
In the installation at the Art Gallery of Hamilton, the audience is en-
couraged to sit in the center of the room surrounded by eight speakers. 
It feels like being around a campfire, sharing tales, except you’re the 
fire. The space is imbued with a sacred atmosphere to further elevate 
these stories, stress their importance and make you listen attentively. 

While many artists revel in working outside the gallery space 
because it grows the reach of the work, Angelucci feels at home inside 
four walls. She was previously the director of Gallery 44 in Toronto 
and currently oversees the Student Gallery at the Ryerson Image 
Centre. “I think of the gallery as a theatrical space. I love to start with 
this blank stage where I can create meaning in the way that I guide 
the audience through the work,” she observes. In this case, the ‘multi-
sensory environment,’ as Traficante characterizes it, is reminiscent of 
a church. Chandeliers made of artefacts from the factory—spools of 
thread, sewing machine motors and take-up reels—dimly light the 
space. At the entrance stands a votive constructed of similar found 
materials.

By injecting spirituality to her work, Angelucci exalts the mundane 
into something we can revere. Sewing patterns are photographed 
in compositions that are reminiscent of the early cubist collages of 
Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso. The hands of the sewers at work 
are shot from above in a uniform manner, creating a typology of ges-
tures. Aligned on the wall like an extended Way of the Cross, they are 
hypnotic when looked at as a set, yet every single one bursts with in-
formation. Detailing them we can speculate on the person behind the 
garments: a ring is an indication of union, wrinkles betray age, mani-
cures reveal personalities, and so on. The journey ends with a video of 
a suit jacket moving up the suit elevator, a specter ascending. In this 
cathedral-like space, it is hard not to draw parallels to the Ascension of 
the Christ. One is left contemplating piece work in a whole new light: 
not as menial work, but as a sacred pursuit.

Laurence Butet-Roch, a member of the Boreal Collective, is a photog-
rapher, photo editor and writer who regularly contributes to the British 

Journal of Photography, Polka Magazine 
and Time LightBox amongst others. She 
is interested in participatory approaches 
to photography and examining the in-
tersection between place, memory and 
identity.

Image: Page 52: Piece Work: Hands 1117 
– Mano D’oro – Trim and turn edges, 
2017, 38 x 48 cm, ink jet print. 
Page 53: Piece Work: Hands 0993 
– Mano D’oro – Automatic flap 
sewing, 2017, 38 x 48 cm, ink jet print.  
Page 54, 55: Everything in My Father’s 
Wallet, Everything in My Wallet, 2005, 25 
x 25 cm, chromogenic prints. 
Page 56: Lacrimosa: Adelina, 2010, 48 x 
64 cm, chromogenic print.
Page 57: Piece Work: Coppley Pattern 
(Ascot), 2017, 38 x 48 cm, ink jet print. 
This page clockwise from top: Provenance 
Unknown: Aviary (Short-eared Owl/en-
dangered); Provenance Unknown: Aviary 
(Barn Owl/endangered); Provenance 
Unknown: Aviary (Heath Hen/extirpat-
ed).All images this page: 2013, chromo-
genic print, 56 x 85 cm.
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