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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on August 19, 2009.

As a youngster, Claude Alphonse Simard could often
be found drawing and sketching his friends’ faces, scenes
of old Quebec, and flowers from his family’s one flower
bed. When he planned to tell his civil engineer father that
he wanted to leave Quebec and attend the Ontario College
of Art and Design in Toronto, he knew he needed some
help from his mother to break the paternal resistance. In
tune with the general consensus of the 1950s, his father
regarded a career in the arts as the path to a life of
insecurity. Simard’s decision was not easy for his father to
accept, but fortunately he did. After his father died, Simard
found hidden in a desk drawer some drawings his father
had done and kept hidden away.

Art has proved to be an excellent career choice for
Simard. At first he hesitated between journalism and art,
but he was attracted by graphic art not only because it
allowed an artist to make a living but because of the
exciting renewal that was taking place in the world of
design in the 1960s. When he moved from conservative
Quebec to industrial Ontario, Simard found a freedom at
the art school that was stimulating and fulfilling. His in-
structors were painters of note, such as Alan Collier, Frank-
lin Arbuckle, and Gray Mills. They based their classes on
drawing and communication design principles, most of
which were inspired by the minimalist movement. The
simple, functional, post-Bauhaus approach Simard learned
there shows up in his art to this day.

Simard practiced graphic art for about 20 years, and
early on he added teaching to the mix. Teaching, attending
to his design practice, and painting made for a productive
career in which each activity enriched the other. However,
15 years ago he suffered a heart attack, and while contem-
plating the tiles on the ceiling of his hospital room, he
decided to devote all of his time to painting. He reports that
he has never regretted the decision but does miss the
contact with his students. Many of them return to see him
now, and several go sketching with him. So he became not
only a free man but a happy one as well.

In the spring following his recovery from the heart
attack, his wife and friends persuaded Simard to go to Italy.
They had him climbing stairs and hills and doing things he
thought were over for him. That helped rehabilitate him
both physically and psychologically. He found he loved the
consistency of the architecture and the proportions and
forms of the buildings in Tuscany. He reveled in the peace,
calm, good food, and splendid material for sketching.
When he goes to his retreat in Goose Bay, Maine, he finds

the same quiet atmosphere that is so conducive to sketch-
ing.

Simard says that whenever he gets a chance, he goes
out to sketch with his pencil, watercolors, and a sketch pad.
His favorite places to sketch are Tuscany, Provence, Goose
Rocks Beach in Maine, and at his lake house in the Lau-
rentian Mountains in Quebec. He does not do much plein
air painting; he considers the watercolor sketches final
pieces and has no interest in repeating them on canvas. His
paintings themselves are very seldom factual; rather, they
are products of his imagination enriched by his life expe-
rience. Looking at his sketchbooks carefully stored in an
ancient armoire may spark an idea or a concept in him but
nothing more. He says he is not very interested in reality
and that his images are his attempt to create little paradises.
He feels that everyone does this to some extent in their own
way.

Simard calls Tulipes en Hiver, the painting on the
cover of this issue, not a winter painting but a reaction to
winter painting. He says that living so far north, he often
feels saturated with winter and wants to paint the desire for
the coming spring. The painting combines both what is
coming (the tulips) and what has come before (the bare
trees). It is a visually simple painting, but it makes a strong
statement about Simard’s Northerner’s attitude toward win-
ter. He recalls that he may have painted it on a stormy
winter day, perhaps inspired by some tulips he had forced
by one of his studio windows. Despite the stark beauty of
the snow scene outside the window, the tulips presaging the
coming of spring are the important statement in this paint-
ing.

Simard has combined his art with his teenage love of
journalism by keeping journals throughout his life, writing
at least a little every day. He believes that “whatever one
paints, one can only tell about his own life. One may think
life is a great secret but there it is every time you touch the
canvas, to the point where exhibiting the work is a near
indecent proposition. To show your work is to trust the
public who will view it . . . and give it any meaning it
wishes” (quoted from a May 2009 artist statement by
Simard for an exhibition of his work at the Gallery Walter
Klinkhoff in Montreal). For many art lovers, a painting is
completed in the mind of the viewer. In his quest for
beauty, Claude A. Simard gives the viewer a serene world
and a little bit of paradise.
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