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Artists Statement: Melanie Stewart

As a trained designer I have been the architect of external aesthetics, but as an artist I shift between the visual space and the message. In this mode, I am both witness and messenger of personal and social anxiety relevant to our unique time perspective.

My sense of humor noir is my stylistic signpost. There is visual dialog in my work that requires the viewer to possess a sleuth like eye, who is particularly attracted to a politically and socially charged bumpy ride. I layer and veil visual double-entendres to expose the axis of several steps of meaning. Work is logically laid out, like a handle on a door, a door in a room, a room with a person, a person in a home, a house in a culture, a culture in a country, and a country in time. Each artwork is a riddled bread crumb, placed strategically on one of several trails in the broader scope of my work.

In tandem with a postmodern perspective, I use a palette of elegant but unrealistic color schemes, usually it is somber and darker tones, which are punctuated with a minimal but pungent dose of color. To me a good surface and process can be many things. Sometimes it is a wall, a piece of glass, an empty html tag, blank videotape, an empty page/file, an armature, fabrics, plastics, clay, video tape, wood, paper, canvas, or glass. It has been over thirty years that the seemingly unrelated list of tools, supplies, and methods I use has just kept expanding exponentially. As a very young child, I sensed the unusualness of my obsession with creating the right environment and expression using texture, light, color, mood and balance, but it was in my mind where I indulged my sense of conceptual space and abstract narratives, because as a child I only sort-of liked art materials. I was turned off by formulaic paint by number sets, coloring books with their preset dull stories, and all manner of a lowered expectation of “art by children”. For me the visual dialog began with a camera when I was fifteen years old. I built a darkroom in the basement, and virtually lived in it, tinkering with unusual processes, that no one “got”. Over the years, I similarly explored sculpture, painting, animation, welding, and web work. I was frustrated without know why. It was not until the art courses during my BFA that I could hear my voice. Until then it felt like I was screaming art on the inside, and still not hearing myself.

Conceptually my style has always been to circle the topic of my work almost to death, then ravish it for a short and intense period, and then be done it – only to resurrect a learned element later as needed. I’m at a point where I can lavish in the luxury of this head-space, and I am dually at a point I feel obligated to express some of my own inner noise, and that noise right now is about age, purpose, and peace. These are the stories I want to tell best, and to the broadest and deepest audiences.

Section IV: Project Proposal

Part B: Narrative Biographies

Shortest Narrative (100 words)

Melanie Stewart has a BFA Sculpture and New Media degree from California State University, and is currently a MFA candidate at University of California, Santa Cruz. She is a daughter, friend, student of the eighties, wife, widow, wife again, mother, employee, employer, employee, adult immigrant, and student again.  Spaces we inhabit has always been "that thing" that drives Melanie Stewart. When other girls were playing with doll-houses, she was designing and building them. Subsequently, her occupations have been about creating physical, two or three-dimensional environments to authentically fit the inhabitants. Stewart's deeply sensitive and is able to reliably read people's more abstract needs and wants. Her occupations have been about creating physical, two or three dimensional environments which authentically fit the inhabitants.

Short Narrative (300 words)

Melanie Stewart has a BFA Sculpture and New Media degree from California State University, and is currently a MFA candidate at University of California, Santa Cruz. Stewart has had the privilege of having unique experiences because of all the interesting relationships she was either been born into or cultivated. Collectively they have taught her that: risk is good, a healthy dose of skepticism is wise, change is opportunity, surplus and scarcity are a mindset and not a reality, creativity is meaning realized, and that her duty on earth is to maximize her own human experience, by engaging in activities which maximize other's human experience.

The space we inhabit has always been "that thing" that drives her. When other girls were playing with doll-houses, she was designing and building them. During the summer she was twelve, she had been sent to camp, and upon her return, Stewart's parents had purchased yet another fixer upper historical home - lovingly, they prepared her bedroom as the first priority, but it was a vile nightmare of Barbie pink. She was mortified and claimed she almost died! In short order she liberated the ladies and gentlemen tapestried chairs from her parent's bedroom, painted the room an elegant French blue, and found an area carpet large enough to conceal the visual wreckage. Subsequently, her occupations have been about creating physical, two or three-dimensional environments to authentically fit the inhabitants. She attributes her success to the fact that she is deeply sensitive and is able to reliably read people's more abstract needs and wants.

To her, it has taken being a daughter, friend, student of the eighties, wife, widow, wife again, mother, employee, employer, employee and student again to recognize that it is less the experience and more the people in our lives that shape our every perspective – be it real or not!

Long Narrative (500 words)

Melanie Stewart has a BFA Sculpture and New Media degree from California State University, and is currently a MFA candidate at University of California, Santa Cruz.

She has always been interested in the abstract essences of dialog; what’s really being said, what is the intention, how has perspective reshaped a meaning. She is curious about people, the things they do, their motives, and ultimately what does it all mean. It has taken being a daughter, friend, student of the eighties, wife, widow, wife again, mother, adult immigrant, employee, employer, employee and student again to recognize that it is less the experience and more the people in our lives that shape our every perspective – be it real or not!

For some people their biography is about what they have done, their migration, or the ideals that shape their existence. Stewart's own biography pretty much starts and ends with the people in her life. Collectively they have taught her that: risk is good, a healthy dose of skepticism is wise, change is opportunity, surplus and scarcity are a mindset and not a reality, creativity is meaning realized, and that her duty on earth is to maximize her own human experience, by engaging in activities which maximize other's human experience.

Her work reflects the consciously ethical sensibility she was exposed to as a child through her family experiences and their rich diverse interplays. Her dad is a huge influence in her life. She has always been as proud as she was intrigued by his many occupational incarnations, which included: teaching, a posting with the Canadian Human Rights Commission during the Race Riots of Detroit, a public sector position developing training programs, which was a natural early retirement segway into private sector initially as a program specialist, and more recently in the broader scope as a venture capitalist. In contrast her mother was a stay at home mom in an era that pressured her “not to be”. She taught her the value of living "who you are" rather than "what others want you to be". Stewart's maternal grandmother was an activist, writer, feminist, and Menza member who lucky for Stewart lived with her often. Stewart feels that if her grandmother had been born forty years later she would have earned a Doctor’s wage instead of being nailed to the nursing profession’s glass ceiling. Gender issues (like any human injustice) did not linger silently in the air. When Stewart was twelve, her grandmother gave her the book “The Joy of Money” so as a woman she would expect more, at fifteen, a camera – so she would see the world, at eighteen, a car – so she could change my world. Her grandmother was a huge influence on the way Stewart has chosen to live her life, and in many ways she feels they share a spirit that transcends time.

She believes she must have done something right along the way to explain the good fortune to be married to a really good good man for almost twenty years. Her husband is like her in that they are both builders, and creators, but they are temperamentally not alike, he is definitely the calm, and she the storm. This makes for an interesting parental mix. Despite them, their son is an amazing human being, who has taught Stewart more about life than she would have known otherwise. Melanie Stewart thanks her lucky, lucky stars for the people in her life... It’s understandable that given her background, an anthropological balance and footing would infiltrate the context of her work.







