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In today's economy, it can feel like up is down and left is right. Some pundits say the recession is 
over; others say it's hardly begun. The rules as we knew them have changed, exploded, gone 
wild. Such inversion of standards -- albeit more painterly than economic, more beautiful than 
bearish -- is also at work in the art of Melanie Authier. Despite poor market conditions, this 
young Torontonian has succeeded in creating both compelling paintings and a promising career. 
With Ontario shows ongoing, Authier tells Leah Sandals more about the fine line between 
confusion and creation. 
 
Q Your paintings are very complex. What inspires them? 
 
A There's a lot of things that are being juggled. The goal is to bring visual contradictions into one 
imaginary space. There's a negotiation of opposites, like chaos vs. control, flatness vs. depth, 
organic vs. synthetic, natural vs. artificial. It's important to me that there be a lot of things that 
are happening, and there can be playfulness simultaneously. 
 
I often discuss the work as being like a nature that is mediated. In the 18th century, paintings 
were romanticizing landscape as something that is lost, and I think these paintings try to locate 
our own current yearnings and sense of desire. 
 
Q Can these be considered as landscapes then? 
 
A I consider them abstract. But they're created with a certain type of representational space in 
mind, and often a space found in landscape. I'll start out with a vague idea of the space found in 
a cave or in a tidal pool, for example. There's a play between foreground, middle ground and 
background too. The picturesque had many kinds of guidelines and I'm interested in spinning 
that on its head. 
 
 
 



 

 
Q How so? These don't really look like picturesque master  
J. M. W. Turner. 
 
A The nice thing about the picturesque was it gave freedom  
to invent. For the sake of visual harmony in a picture one  
could invent a tree or move a bush; some aspect of the  
landscape  could be moved to allow for a better painting.  
That inventiveness is what I draw on. 
 
Q So how do you know when a painting is done? 
 
A I always equate it to a conversation. I know a painting is finished when, if I said one more 
word, or made one more mark, it would be a whole new conversation about something else. It 
would be a whole other painting I would be embarking upon. 
 
Q You're a younger artist getting started in a rather poor market. How do you deal with that? 
 
A I think I was really fortunate in winning the honourable mention for the RBC Canadian 
Painting Competition in 2007. It thrust me forward into some major exposure right before the 
economy really started to suffer. I do send out a lot of show applications, and I did get 
accepted to several artist-run centres in the past few years, which has yielded CARFAC fees 
and production grants because of confirmed shows. Sales have certainly helped, with Michael 
Gibson Gallery representing me even before the prize. I think I've been lucky. 
 
Q How did you know you wanted to be an artist? 
 
A I've always loved paintings and always been interested in art. I was fortunate in that my 
parents always encouraged it and supported it. They always told me you should do what you 
love because you'll always be better at something you enjoy. 
 
Q You've travelled a bit in the past few years. What differences do you notice between 
Canadian and international art? 
 
A Sometimes I sense there's more risk-taking outside of Canada. But that could also just be 
population-ratio thing. I've visited the Basel Switzerland art fair and the Basel Miami art fair, 
which are very useful in that they give you a very intense, broad snapshot of art production. 
But what I've also noticed is the galleries tend to highlight the same artists at each one. 
 
Q What's the strangest thing someone has seen in your paintings? 
 
A My favourite is when I was working on a second-year painting class at Concordia and my 
little cousin, who was maybe five, was very sure that she saw a blue zebra in the painting. 
Certainly I have intentions as an abstract painter, but I don't want to distract from the 
pleasures that people can have viewing painting in general. People have seen still lifes and 
figures and crazy hair. But the blue zebra – that's probably the best.  


