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The Sitting Room by Norma Montaigne

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on July 27, 2016.

There are many moments in life when we are stationary in
transit: in between places, with others—strangers—around
us. We may be preoccupied by our own thoughts, perhaps of
the upcoming activity we are headed toward. We also may
be curious about those other people with whom we are
sharing space: What are the stories of these strangers, also
stationary in transit?

During the 4 years preceding her husband’s ultimately
fatal illness, Norma Montaigne became familiar with this
kind of space and time. Sometimes the sitting rooms were
inside physicians’ waiting rooms; at others, adjunctive ther-
apists’ waiting rooms; at times, hospital waiting rooms.

As an artist, Montaigne began bringing a notebook with
her to these different venues, taking time to sketch people as
they waited. (She also jokes that they did not know that they
were her own private models, sometimes even having the
temerity to leave before a sketch was completed.) The
sketches then turned into small, individual paintings.

The painted surface and style that Montaigne used is also
indicative of her approach. She commented,

I like different textures and mediums. You see something you
want to do and then pick whatever medium will work the best,
whether that’s painting on wood, canvas, or slate, whether two
or three dimensional. No one medium solves every plan.

A friend had given Montaigne a number of 6- � 8-in. blocks
of wood. In choosing acrylic paint and these blocks of wood to
transform the individual sketches, she made some other deci-
sions. The individuals, without specific facial features, could
represent anyone. “Nobody likes sitting around waiting for
someone else or to be seen by a doctor.” Bright colors and
geometric shapes could transform the angst of medical waiting.
Even the title could change: not necessarily “at the doctor’s” or
a waiting room, but rather, a sitting room.

To add to the generic and spontaneous sketch-like quality
of the figures, Montaigne outlined the depicted people with
Elmer’s glue that she dyed black. She dried the dyed glue
rapidly with a hairdryer in order to offer even more textur-
ing to the surface.

Each block of wood is its own painting, and yet Mon-
taigne has been trying out various configurations of the 12
images, to see which she finds most satisfying. The place-
ment on this month’s American Psychologist cover is one
possibility. Continuing to cluster the paintings in different

ways, Montaigne has not decided if, ultimately, they should
be one long line or a large square.

Growing up in Avon, Connecticut, Montaigne says that
she always liked to draw. She disliked school, but it was
made tolerable by using her interest in drawing to assist in
the classroom:

If there was a quiz, I would ask if I could make the diagrams
my classmates would need to fill in, or they’d ask me to draw
something on the chalkboard. I was the only one who had this
particular skill.

She attended the University of Hartford Art School for 3
years, studying a variety of media. The dean of the art
school suggested that she explore commercial art. Mon-
taigne continued her studies through the Paier College of
Art near New Haven, leaving when she was offered a
commercial job as an art director. She describes with con-
siderable gusto having had the opportunity to design bill-
boards and to develop car wraps and large banners. She is
intrigued by the opportunity to create beauty within any
kind of environment: “You can have a boring clock or a
boring back window of a car. Why not put some nice
artwork back there? I try to figure out what I don’t see.”

Having spent summers with her grandparents on Lake
Champlain, Montaigne was pleased when her husband
found work in Vermont. They moved to the small town of
Pittsford. She taught commercial art to fine arts students at
Green Mountain College. She feels that she helped the
students bridge the gap between fine arts and the commer-
cial world, whether in relation to type, product design, or
layout. “When you go out in the world,” she comments, “if
you have the chance to design something, it’s still visible,
it’s making something look better. I love making people see
just everything you look at in a little different way.”

Montaigne thinks of advertising as “art on demand,” a
pragmatic response to specific needs and parameters. With
the death of her husband just a year ago, she is in the process
of reinventing herself. She is planning to return to teaching
in the local community and perhaps applying her artistic
skills in new endeavors. Montaigne’s life and work embody
the desire to seize the moment and to find or help create
beauty in the mundane.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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