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a winding road
by birgit moenke

How did you get involved in the arts?

I took the lllustration program at Sheridan College, but there’s a
difference between what | think a pne artist is, which I consider
myself now, and my work as an illustrator. It was very much about
being told what to do and not about a lot of creative freedom,

50 when the opportunity to open the restaurant came along (the
original Turtle Jack’s at 200 County Court Blvd. in Brampton — south
of Steeles, east of Hwy 10), | opted to help my husband with the
restaurant and take a complete break from art. So coming back into
it, | came back as a pne artist. | think thatis a completely different
way of making art, because it'’s no longer for a client. It’s strictly
for you and it's very personal. So that happened in 2000. I've had
two separate art lives: one as a commercial artist, a big break as a
restaurateur and then now as a pne artist. 1 also started sculpture at
that time, too, which I hadn’t done before.

Have you always been interested in drawing from a young age?

Yes, since | was very young. That's all I can remember doing, and

my parents were very supportive, although they weren't professional
artists. My dad was a draftsman and an engineer, so at home he did
pen and ink drawings and all kinds of things, so he was always very

P9 supportive of it. It was normal for me to think about going into art
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as a career, as long as it was commercial illustration, the graphic arts
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or that sort of thing. 1 had no idea that you could possibly make a
living at something like pne art.

Which course did you start with at Sheridan College in
Brampton, and what did it evolve into?

Well, illustration covers everything, but it was depnitely geared
towards producing art for a client. | took interpretive illustration,
which meant it could encompass book, advertising or editorial. For
example, for an article on adoption, you would have to come up
with an image for that article. The course covered everything from
printmaking to photography to reproduction. I really appreciate
that training, because one of the things they really pushed was

Life Drawing. You had to be able to draw, and now it’s like
second nature. | can call on it when I need it, but ironically one
of my biggest struggles is trying to get away from some of the
more structured ways | used to do things, and just let things yow,
because what I try to do now is perhaps more emotional rather than
technical.

Did you pnd halfway or so through your course that you
werenit going in the right direction?

No, the schooling was great, and | pnished it. Then, when I came
out of it, I started working, but it really wasn't what 1 was really
thrilled about doing. So when | met my husband, who was in the
restaurant business, we decided to open up a restaurant. It was a
total switch, and concentrating on the business, I didn’t do anything
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artistic for about eight years before getting back into it. But the
passion for art was always there. 1 think when I got back into it and
worked with artists who were doing it for different reasons than

I was used to, it opened up a whole new world of possibilities. It
became very liberating just to be able to paint for myself- reach
down deep inside and pull it out, as opposed to someone telling you
what to do and how to do it.

Do you think that the restaurant gave you more security to go
off on a tangent and express yourself more creatively?

Well, there is a freedom to not being pnancially tied to your art

0 depnitely, and I donit know & | think its one of the biggest
struggles artists have: to keep true to themselves. If they have

to put food on the table, then that is one of the most difpcult
things. Artists often turn to teaching. | feel very lucky, because the
restaurant makes it possible for me to do this. But the restaurant
business wasn't easy either, and it was a long road and a struggle

to get here. I don't know how many artists can actually do art
exclusively, depending on whether they're the sole bread winner of
the family. Sometimes I think it's almost impossible.

I have to try to balance my home life with my life as an artist. |
have a 10 & a 12 year old so I'm not able to just paint through the
night when things are going well. Creativity isn't something I can
just turn on & off whenever | feel like it, so as a wife & mother |
have to try to come up with some kind of balance. This summer

I decided to spend almost entirely with my kids and away from
the studio because they're getting older so quickly, I didn’t want to
regret not spending this time with them.

While you were working in the restaurant industry, did images
start coming to you that you wanted to paint, or did you feel a
pull to get started again?

It wasn’t a conscious thing at the time but | bartended a lot, and
you talk to many different kinds of people. You see people who are
happy, sad, down on their luck, or in a bar just to be around people
because they’re lonely. I think now when I'm painting people, I'm
looking for an emotion — a true feeling. Everything trains your mind
and your eye, even when you don't realize it. I'm very attracted to
emotion in paintings, and it’s not necessarily happy feelings. It’s
maybe something that’s vulnerable, or something that is lonely.

When you got back into it, was that the prst time you started
going off into more abstract type work?

Yes it was. | think what I learned from school was a very structured
way of doing things. An abstract painting can be completely the
opposite. | needed to get into the abstraction to get away from
the realism, because | was too caught up in it. I learned how to
do things realistically and do it well, but doing things technically
well doesn’t necessarily equate with abstract painting — it’s a totally
different ball game. There isn't a technique everyone uses to paint
abstractly. It’s totally personal, whereas in illustration, you can do
something technically well, but it may not have any emotion. So
there’s a difference, and | think painting abstractly forced me to
switch over into that thinking, and I still love the human form, so
now | think I'm sort of balancing both.

Did it surprise you that you were starting to feel differently
and wanted to express yourself differently?

Yes, very much so, and | found that I needed to pnd people not
only who brought it out in me but those who I could talk to and
relate to. In a business world or in your home life, you may not
talk to people who understand the need to create — or you may
paint something they don’t really understand, and so you might
think you’ve gone down the wrong path. But when you talk to
other artists, and they’re going through the same things and have
similar struggles, it sort of validates what you do. Luckily I belong
to a group of Toronto artists — we draw & paint from a model
every week. It takes a lot of stamina and self-motivation to pull
everything out of yourself, so if you're around other people who
get your creative juices going, then it certainly helps. The validation
part is also important — having people in your life who understand
what you're doing.

Do you feel you started to think differently once you started to
want to express yourself in other ways?

Well, now I see things differently. We draw from a model every
week, and before it was a technical process on seeing and then
rendering what | was looking at. Now it’s almost like, the subject is
there, but the painting is coming from inside me. So when I look at
the model, I take from it what | want, change it, add to it visually,

I feel I really see things abstractly now, whereas | didn't before.
Abstraction is not easy. It’s not just slapping on paint and you’ve
made an abstract painting. There’s so much more. It can all fall
apart so easily with an abstract painting.

Times Like These

back issues, bonus material and full-length interviews available at www.stirmedia.ca

woo ojoydaainosoipnis Ag ojoyd






