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NATIA LEMAY

In an exploration of identity, Natia Lemay (b. 1985;
T’karonto [Toronto], Canada) paints figures situated in
domestic spaces with strokes of black paint that
alternatingly disappear into and shine forth from their
entirely black backgrounds. Lemay sees black not just as a
color, but also as a condition: that of being at once hyper-
visible and invisible. This condition allows for a dual
legibility of the artist’'s paintings: as external conditions
shift, such as lighting or proximity of the viewer, the work
metamorphizes, oscillating between representational
portraits and minimal studies in black.

On the tactile surfaces of Lemay’s paintings, figures flit
between invisibility and prominence, at once submitting to
and resisting the pull of their surroundings. The artist’s
work is a study of social reality, but is simultaneously
deeply personal: her subjects are self-portraits, versions of
herself from different points in her childhood. During these
formative years, Lemay became aware of her otherness as
a mixed-race, Afro-Indigenous woman living in Canada; not
fitting squarely into any group, the artist felt the weight of
being hyper-visible to those around her, few of whom resembled or understood her. The artist explores
her own experiences of hypervisibility by calling upon ancestral histories of trauma, particularly those of
Black enslaved people, surveilled and incessantly monitored as a means of total control. Accompanying
this hypervisibility is its opposite: invisibility — the result of the ongoing erasure of Black and Indigenous
people from history to destabilize those communities and mythologize colonial identity. Collecting these
experiences and feelings that have permeated her life, Lemay builds spaces from black where figures
find agency in their shifting forms: places where they can acknowledge and make space for their
traumas.

The worlds of black that Lemay paints in her work allow her to articulate new notions of home. The artist
often works on wooden surfaces or includes likenesses of wood within her compositions. This inclusion
of natural materials such as wood or trees more broadly, is a meaningful reference to the artist’s
understanding of what a home can be: not a singular fixture, but rather a place that is built and rebuilt,
sometimes with on the barest resources at hand. Growing up in Winnipeg, Canada on Treaty 1 Territory,
wood and stone carried great significance for the artist, who would help her sculptor father carve life
from these materials. The objects they created, small as they were, are what fostered a sense of home
for the artist and formed her appreciation of the earth’s natural resources and the significance of
collaborative creation. In her paintings, Lemay often uses wood to regenerate her idea of home: complex
but deep places containing the embodied knowledge of her ancestors, where material, colour, and
personal history come together to form cavernous expanses of possibility.

Natia Lemay has exhibited widely throughout North America, including at Green Hall Gallery, Yale
School of Art, New Haven, CT; Mayten’'s Gallery, Toronto, Canada; and Artscape, Toronto, Canada,
among others. The artist was selected for the 2022 Royal Drawing School Residency in Dumfries,
Scotland and was the recipient of the 2020 Christopher Pratt & Mary West Pratt Bursary and 2020
OCAD University Diversity and Equity Excellence Award, among others. She received her BFA from
Ontario College of Art & Design University in 2021 and her MFA from Yale School of Art in 2023.
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Want to see new art in the city? Check out Natia Lemay s sculptures at Yossi Milo, and
Aria Dean s work at Greene Naftali. And don 't miss Aliza Nisenbaum s paintings at the
Queens Museum.

Natia Lemay

Three tiny sculptures, each less than 10 inches tall, fill all the psychic room in
Natia Lemay’s solo at Yossi Milo.

She stacks up miniature versions of banal furnishings — a chair, a sofa, a rocking
horse — glued one on top of the other. Carved from soapstone, they copy the
crude softwood miniatures that kids build from dollhouse Kkits.



Lemay was born into hardship in Toronto, with roots in African-Canadian
culture and among the Mi’kmaq peoples of Canada’s East Coast. Her generic
home goods seem to commemorate the rough years she spent moving between
public housing, homeless shelters and low-end rentals. I think of her sculptures
as “memory towers,” and their diminutive scale seems to concentrate their
energies rather than diminish them. (Don’t memories always feel small — small
enough to fit into a skull?)

Lemay links her towers to the Native art of the totem pole, which makes sense in
terms of their form and mnemonic function.

The soapstone she uses, some of which came to her from her father, also recalls
Indigenous crafts. Using that material to render the troubled urban world she
has known, Lemay claims it as her continuing birthright. She reclaims it from
the decades it has spent in the tourist trade.

There are also 20 oil paintings in Lemay’s show. To me, they accept the authority
of the old master tradition rather than pushing back against it. But then, I feel
that way about most recent painting. Lemay’s terrific little sculptures seem more
like hand grenades, primed to blow a hole in our hierarchies. BLAKE GOPNIK
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Nineteen Eighty-Five: Natia Lemay Goes Beneath
The Surface in her First NYC Solo Show

Natia Lemay (2023). Photo Courtesy of Arielle Gray.

Natia Lemay: Nineteen Eighty-Five
Yossi Milo Gallery
May 11 through June 17, 2023

By BYRON ARMSTRONG, May 2023

From May 11th to June 17th, 2023, Yossi Milo Gallery will show the work of New Haven,
CT-based emerging artist Natia Lemay in her first solo exhibition: Natia Lemay: Nineteen
Eighty-Five. The Yale MFA candidate has a busy year ahead, boasting summer group
shows at Venus over Manhattan and Charlie James Gallery in LA, as well as an invite to
the Chanel Artists dinner after donating work to the 2023 Tribeca Film Festival. Nineteen
Eighty-Five calls back to the artist’s year of birth, where, according to her artist statement,
“Lemay’s paintings and sculptures are the results of this investigative process, allowing
the artist to recuperate lost memories, and trace a path of trauma and dispossession
beginning with settler colonialism and leading up to the present day.”



In his essay, The Decay of Lying: An Observation (1889), Oscar Wilde declared “Life
imitates art far more than art imitates life.” Lemay’s work in Nineteen Eighty-Five provides
supportive evidence of Wilde’s theory through her recollection of living in 26 different
homes. Discussing the themes of the show ahead of the opening, Lemay explained how her
lived experience as an Afro-Indigenous child caught in a familial cycle of abuse is reflected
in every painting like a self-portrait. “It’s a reflection on a violent childhood when I didn’t
have the language to ask what was happening, but had an awareness that things were not
how they should be,” explains Lemay from her Yale studio, where the artist is wrapping
up her graduate studies. “So for me, this whole body of work was a form of healing where
I recreated my feelings in those spaces, and then after I completed each painting, reflected
onit.”

This process included critical research
and theory that allowed her to explore
complicated intersectional family dynamics,
and better understand how those challenges
impacted her without even knowing it.
It shows up in her Flowers for Mom and
Dad (2023) floral series which will be on
view at the show, a series of four paintings
that express her relationship with a drug-
addicted parent. Looking specifically at The
Unwanted Gift pt. 1(2023), which is far
from an on-the-nose depiction of heroin
addiction and abuse, Lemay chooses to
hide drug paraphernalia in the flower. Two
poppies spring from a “Pic-a-Pop” bottle,
a popular Manitoba-based soda company
Lemay enjoyed as a child, and are a nod to
both her family’s history of wartime service
and for Lemay — who is Canadian and
raised in Winnipeg — nostalgia. “It looks like
flowers and only people that would actually
know what the paraphernalia looks like can
find it,” says Lemay, who also points out a
connection between heroin being an opioid Natia Lemay, The Unwanted Gift pt. 1
derived from flowers. (2023), oil on panel.

Her figurative work also follows the same pattern of obscuring the otherwise obvious,
speaking to how old memories work — often fragmented, with specific highlights usually
remembered through a form of tunnel vision that focuses on the moment and the emotion
it evokes, versus specific imagery. “I'm more interested in the emotional quality of those
spaces and how when you’re looking at this figure in this space, you kind of feel the anxiety,
tension, and loneliness without being too direct because I don’t think it’s necessary,”
Lemay says before adding, “anyone that’s grown up in cycles of poverty and violence
already knows what that is and doesn’t need to see it again in a painting.”



As an Afro-Indigenous artist, Lemay is cautious about the way her trauma, Blackness, and
Indigeneity are represented in her work, both for herself and the broader community. As
someone who grew up with an illiterate father and both parents struggling with addiction,
Lemay deliberately strays from the sort of easily accessible trauma porn that plays to
outside audiences attracted to those narratives. “I grew up in abusive households, started
working at 13, and raised my siblings in a very rough place. Let’s be honest, my life story
is like candy to a lot of white collectors,” observes Lemay, who admits to being strategic
about how she reveals her work. “I wanted to talk about the things that made me who I
am, good or bad, in a way that didn’t re-victimize me or my community since those kinds
of depictions aren’t entertainment to us. I don’t look at art or watch films that portray
violence or drug abuse because I saw that enough as a kid, so I'm very careful about how
I paint these subjects.”

To understand Lemay’s reticence
to give power to the pain inflicted
on herself and her community, one
could point to the uproar over artist
Dana Schutz’s Open Casket (2016)
displayed at the 2017 Biennial at the
Whitney Museum of American Art.
Schutz, a white woman, depicted
the mangled remains of 14-year-
old Emmitt Till, lynched by a crowd
of racists in 1955 Mississippi for
sexually offensive overtures made
toward Carolyn Bryant, another
white woman who admitted some
60 years later her accusation was a
lie and never had to answer for it.
Sam Durant’s Scaffold, shown in the

Natia Lemay, You'll Get a better Look at The world, and Ik . . i
The World Will Get a Better Look at You (2023), oil on Walker Art Center in Minneapolis,
canvas. Minnesota in 2017, was a fifty-foot

sculpture drawing from several famous executions, including the hangings of 38 Dakota
Indians in Mankato, Minnesota ordered by then-president Lincoln in 1862. Much like
Bryant, the outrage was swift as members of the Indigenous Dakota community protested
the exhibit for its rehashing of intergenerational trauma. Even Kara Walker, an African
American artist, took more than her fair share of critique over A Subtlety, or the Marvelous
Sugar Baby (2014), a massive Egyptian sphinx reimagined as a mammy trope made of
bleached sugar installed inside a former Domino Sugar Refinery in Brooklyn, NY. It was a
monument of sorts to the Black people who were enslaved and crushed under the weight of
Europe and “The New World’s” insatiable lust for sugar, as well as a jarring representation
of how Black women’s bodies have been dissected by the white gaze throughout history.
But, it was challenging for viewers, who seemed split between it being a work of genius or
further degradation of the people it was meant to monumentalize. Where Lemay’s story is
concerned, debates over censorship appear to be of less concern than the well-being of the
community being represented by and engaging with her work.



“I've thought a lot about how Black, Brown, and Indigenous bodies have been fetishized
in art and how there was this myth of what our art should look like, especially in the art
market,” says Lemay, cognizant of being on both the Black and Indigenous sides of that
equation. She has a disdain toward what she perceives as an obsession American galleries
and collectors have with “traditionally native” materials and their sourcing, a way for
native artists to have to mythologize their Indigeneity. She points out that her daughter is
both Mi’kmaq and Cree, her stepfather was Ojibwa, her birth father was mixed black and
Mi’kmaw, and she has resided in several places — displacement and mixed communal
living is a reality she points out many Indigenous people share. “So I don’t think it’s
necessary for me to be painting on hide with braided sweetgrass to be a native artist,”
Lemay bristles. “I made shit out of random objects in the street, which is historically part
of the native experience — using what is accessible responsibly — so why do I now have to
grind my own pigments? Our experience has been around the loss of traditions, and the
act of reclamation is dynamic, changing, and doesn’t need to be rooted in any one thing.”

As for Black artists in America, Lemay sees an obsession with the figure as another
limitation. “They want the black body on the wall and don’t want to look at abstract or
more experimental work. I have friends and peers here that are black artists but do abstract
work, and they don’t get anywhere near as much attention as someone like me because I
paint the body,” Lemay acknowledges. “Even with me, people miss the intersectional layers
in my work because they just see the Black figure and assume it’s all about Blackness. It
ironically proves the point that people can’t see below the surface and tend to put you in
a box.” Having this awareness has influenced Lemay’s use of Black in her paintings. The
color is a psychological space with weight and is difficult to photograph, which is strategic.
“It’s another way of protecting my story because the work requires viewers to see them in
person and spend time with each piece so that it’s taken seriously.”

Where Natia Lemay’s work is concerned, every painting tells a story. There’s only one
question remaining.

Is the art world ready to see beyond the surface to understand the full narrative? WM
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