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It's often said that seeing is believing. But you don't have to be a photo retoucher for a 
fashion magazine to suspect illusions in real-seeming pictures. For over 25 years, Calgary 
painter Chris Cran has been playing with images in eye-popping ways. Now, as one show 
opens in Calgary, and another opens soon in Toronto, Cran chats with Leah Sandals 
about stencils, hair curlers, Mondrian and more. 
 
Q Some of your best-known paintings really mess with people's eyeballs, mashing up 
stripes, dots and photo imagery. Why? 
 
A That started in the '90s. In 1980s work, I was playing with expectations of paintings 
using realist techniques. So the next thing that came up was playing with expectations of 
paintings using optical effects. And I had always loved stencilling things like stripes, 
because you put down tape, you paint and when you pull the tape off it's sort of like 
opening a Christmas present. Early on, I found when I made a still life in soft focus and 
did those hard stripes, the stripes came right up to the surface and the image just kind of 
hovered behind. 
 
Q Some recent works veer away from that pop-art quality. How did that happen? 
 
A In the mid '90s, I began dragging a large brush through paint on the canvas. What 
happens when you move around those paintings is the light shifts on the grooves of the 
brushstrokes. So as you move from left to right, the image changes, like from a photo 
negative to a photo positive. 
 
In the late '90s, I also started creating paintings without direction. I'd already made lots of 
paintings where I knew what the final image was going to be, but I wanted to explore this 
possibility. Like, if my hand had its own intelligence, what would it do? 
 
Q Many of your paintings have a very humorous quality. What's the role of laughter in 
"serious" artwork? 
 
A Well, I think in my work it hovers in a place where it's humorous and possibly 
something else, too. One painting like that is Double Self-Portraits Wondering What I'm 
Doing Coming Home So Late. When I was growing up, there was a cartoon everywhere 
of a woman in curlers, [holding] a rolling pin and meeting a man coming into the house. I 
wanted to see how this looked as an eight-foot-high realist painting, and I played both of 
the roles. In the end, it was sort of a realist version of that dumb joke. But I thought of it 
as I rolled in at 4:30 a. m. one morning. 



 
Q You were doing Photoshopstyle imagery before Photoshop became popular. Have 
computers altered your approach? 
 
A Not really. I came to use a computer late, because it always took so damn long to get 
what I wanted. I didn't really get onto one seriously until 2004. I'm still fundamentally 
interested in painting. Images are a dime a dozen, now more than ever. The physical fact 
of a painting has a different kind of hit. 
 
Q You once made a portrait of yourself accepting a cheque for that painting's 
commission. How does money change art? 
 
A I think when I started doing that it seemed an unlikely subject for a painting. That's sort 
of why I did it. At the time, the market was something that nobody really talked about. 
 
Q Since then, though, the art market has skyrocketed. You teach at an art college; how do 
you advise young artists to handle market pressures? 
 
A Having had to make a living from my work, I respect the business end of it. I have to. I 
went through art school and I had six kids and I had to make a living. It seems pretty easy 
for someone on their own to be more cavalier, but, to me, selling work is part of the 
business. 
 
Q Yet you still make art that could be considered critical, like Subliminal Sales. How 
does that fit? 
 
A I do that series, but in the end, it's not about making that point. I'm still trying to make 
paintings that look really good, paintings that can hold a wall. For me, that's the 
fundamental issue. I remember, years ago, seeing Mondrians at the [Museum of Modern 
Art] in New York and thinking: "Wow, nothing can hold a wall like this." For some 
reason, this art turned the wall into part of the art. I don't want to be told something, I 
want to look at a mute object that's knocking my socks off. - Exhibitions on Chris Cran 
open March 27 at Calgary's Trepanier Baer ( trepanierbaer.com) and April 18 in Toronto 
at Clint Roenisch ( clintroenisch.com). 


