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Mike Bayne’s high school art teacher, Harry Stooshinoff, had a habit of driving the 
highways near Port Hope, Ontario, stopping occasionally to smoke a cigarette and 
photograph the landscape. Stoosh, as his students called him, took hundreds of 
shots of farmers’ fields and cloud-capped sky, choosing his favourites and painting 
them, to scale, on 4” x 6” panels. The photos he didn’t use, he brought to class in a 
shoebox for his students to paint.

Most people from Bayne’s high school probably haven’t thought about that shoebox 
since the 1990’s, but Bayne has, in a sense, been painting from it ever since, adopting 
his own routine of driving small-town Ontario, snapping source images, and creating 
some of the most exquisite paintings Canada has ever produced.

Three Signs, 2020  
Oil on panel  
Three panels 
4” x 6” – each

Cover Image 
Cloud Study 1, 2020 
Oil on panel 
4” x 6”
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Green Shrub, 2019, Oil on panel, 16” x 24”
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Those unfamiliar with Bayne’s work will 
be struck by its deftness of technique and 
stunned to discover they’re standing in a 
show full of 4” x 6” oil paintings, not photos; 
but the initiated will be surprised by this 
exhibition, too. Gone are the light bulb-white 
skies and clapboard houses of his early work. 
Those paintings seemed content to be alone, 
and communed with the viewer accordingly, 
demanding a degree of meditation. These 
new paintings are less reverent and more laid 
back. They coexist. They are as intimate as 
the early work, but in an entirely new way, 
inviting us to visit the lives of Mike’s family 
– his partner Crista and son Kjell - variously 
sunbathing or meeting with relatives in the 
blithe ongoingness of summer. Before we’re 
sure who these people are, we’re aware 
of being aboard, enjoying the sights of an 
elliptical road trip narrative. 

Fried Tail-On White Shrimp Dinner, 2020 
Oil on panel 
5” x 5”
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Cloud Study 4, 2020 
Oil on panel 
4” x 6”

There are Stephen Shore-esque close-ups of cafeteria tray 
kitsch; cloud portraits suggestive of Constable or Stieglitz’s 
Equivalents series, and “say cheese!” group portraits 
reminiscent of Robert Bechtle’s family on the move. But this 
exhibition’s title doubles as a disclaimer, inviting us to set aside 
art history and consider a jumbled storyboard perhaps more 
indebted to cinema than to either painting or photography.

A recent Alex Colville retrospective at the AGO paired Colville’s 
paintings with their analogues in film, literature, and music, 
comparing them with scenes of Wes Anderson’s Moonrise 
Kingdom or speculating about their symbolism as set pieces 
in Stanley Kubrick’s The Shining. Like Anderson or Kubrick, 
Colville’s style and cinematic sensibility are unmistakable. 
His storytelling, filtered through the sediment of his delicate 
tempera technique, is its own form of auteur cinema.

In 1955, Colville painted a picture of his family entitled 
Family and Rainstorm in which his children and wife, 
Rhoda, pile into their car, escaping rain. Colville didn’t 
include himself in Family and Rainstorm, but he is there, a 
step behind the others, capturing the moment before he, 
too, hops in the car. It’s an arresting scene, both foreboding 
and comforting. It reminds us that any artist who depicts 
his family is always balancing absence and presence, leaving 
the story so that it can be written, secluding himself to 
celebrate being in the car.
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Crista Looking Left, 2020,  
Oil on panel, 
Two panels 
6” x 4”; 5” x 5” 

As with Colville, we feel Bayne fusing family and art, using one 
to deepen his experience of the other. In a striking painting, 
his son Kjell stands atop a rock, gloriously siren-like with his 
long, white-blonde hair blazing against black water, more god 
than boy. Something about the painting (the composition? 
the harsh sunlight in grayscale?) tips this ordinary scene 
outside of the reality promised by its technique, crystalizing 
the instant everyone has experienced when life is interrupted 

by a flash of simultaneous gratitude, fear, love, urgency – 
in a spasm of the soul. Like Colville, Bayne has a knack for 
supercharging the mundane, and another black and white 
painting of his partner Crista, penumbrous and inscrutable 
under a floppy sunhat, mesmerizes. As Colville has done 
many times, Bayne renders his partner’s features in the vague, 
cool, granularity of stone, making a stray moment timeless.
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But the majority of the show is rich-hued and warm. In a 
parking lot, a family says what might be their hellos or 
goodbyes. Mike and Crista are farmers, and, almost two 
hundred years after Courbet blazed trails for realism, this 
could be a redux of his Bonjour Monsieur Courbet, with 
country and city folk convened under the sun. In Courbet’s 
painting, a stagecoach waits on the horizon – here, a car door 
sits ajar, urging the voyage on. Adding to the action, and at 
odds with the others’ dawdling, Crista’s mother stands by the 
door, her whole body signaling, “Let’s get cracking!” There’s 
humour in the impatience, as there is in another painting 
where Kjell, in an arm cast, Volcom shirt, and flip-flops, flings 
his head skyward in mock-protest at being photographed. 
He’s spent the day mini-putting with his cool, older cousin, 
and now here’s dad cramping his style.

Contact, 2020 
Oil on panel  

7” x 5”
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Mike Bayne’s studio,  
Kingston, Ontario, 2020
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Follow Kjell’s upward gaze and we have Bayne’s clouds, though 
those might also be symbolic pauses in the odyssey – cutaways 
from the cinematic action to mark the passage of time. Kjell’s 
hair changes lengths. Car rides blur into other car rides. We 
pass signs for family restaurants and motor courts with colour 
TV, and before long, we’re at one of those restaurants, deciding 
if we want that last piece of toast before we hit the highway. 
Or is that, in fact, where we are? Bayne confides that this is 
a hospital tray from when Crista underwent emergency heart 
surgery and another of the show’s passing clouds.

Above all, this exhibition finds the artist broadening his scope 
with a new sense of story, rhythm, and candour. Among the 
show’s close-ups, Bayne has included a painting of his Ontario 
Health card – the most clinical of selfies, and the piece dares 
you to take it seriously. When Alfred Hitchcock dashes for a 
bus in the opening titles of North By Northwest, and its doors 
close in his face, the cameo reminds us of the director’s hand, 
but more importantly, it acts as Mike’s title does: pleading 
artlessness while the auteur emerges. 

Tyler Benedict, 2020 Top - Hospital Food, 2020 
Oil on panel, 4” x 6” 

Bottom - Health Card, 2020 
Oil on panel, 3” x 5”
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All images with the exception of those Mike Bayne’s 
studio  -  courtesy Kevin Baer, TrépanierBaer

Studio images courtesy  Mike Bayne  www.trepanierbaer.com


