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much going on, and so many suggestive forms and 
so many possible readings of things in the figural 
way, that the eye doesn’t stop and read some-
thing as a face or a body or a tree, and, even if it 
does, it keeps moving. That’s part of their genius. 
De Kooning talked about how he never wanted 
there to be a hot spot, which meant the place where 
you pause or where your eye always goes. The min-
ute you have a face in a painting that’s an obvious 
hot spot. Every figurative painter struggles with 
how to have a convincing face or head in a paint-
ing but not have it automatically be the place where 
the viewer looks. I think de Kooning succeeds with 
the Women, but with the black and white you do 
see these suggestive forms. You know how, with ab-
stract paintings, once you start reading something 

as a figure, then it’s all over because you can’t see it 
as anything else from then on. That doesn’t happen 
with the black and white paintings. These readings 
are thrown up, but they melt away just as easily. 

Is that migratory quality enhanced because the 
black and white palette is more limited?
I think so. It was incredibly brave to deny oneself 
all that colour and to go to black and white. It helps 
to see things more clearly and it is less distracting, 
and he really had to do that. The thing that keeps 
striking me is that each body of work in itself could 
have been a great achievement. A career could have 
been made of the initial portraits of women, the 
black and white paintings, and the Women. He 
could have done only that and still have been a 
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1. Cecily Brown, Wake, Awake, for Night 

is Flying, 2010, oil on linen, 89 x 97". 

Photograph: Robert McKeever. © Cecily 

Brown. Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.

2. Cecily Brown, Jicky, 2009–10, oil 

on linen, 85 x 89". Photograph: Robert 

McKeever. © Cecily Brown. Courtesy 

Gagosian Gallery.

3. Willem de Kooning, …Whose Name 

Was Writ in Water, 1975, oil on canvas 

76.75 x 87.75". Solomon R. Guggenheim 

Museum, New York. © 2011 The Willem 

de Kooning Foundation/Artists Rights 

Society (ARS), New York.
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able to control all the aspects of the 
creative process—a capacity crucial 
to Sainte-Marie, who above all 
strives for an unfiltered emotional 
connection with her audience. This 
brings us back to the importance 
of vibration, since such an impact 
is accomplished by channelling 
resonances that quite literally touch 
and move the audience. 

Sainte-Marie started creating 
digital art pieces in 1985 on the 
original personal computer, the 
Macintosh 128K, and unassum-
ingly became an innovator in the 
field of digital art. Employing the 
mouse-operated graphical user 
interface (the first of its kind), 
she easily mastered the user-
friendly technology and started 
creating works in applications 
such as MacPaint and Photoshop. 
As implied earlier, Sainte-Marie 
didn’t become entirely taken with 
the processing logic and algorithmic 
nature of the new medium, unlike 
many early digital artists. What she 
loved was the freedom it afforded 
her, a freedom to endlessly play with 
a 16-million-colour palette, to fuse 
photography and painting and to 

and then with the audience). At the 
same time, to use tools for “play” 
rather than for “work” (or worse) 
often requires a radical change 
in perspective. In an educational 
video for the Cradleboard Teaching 
Project (an initiative of the Nihewan 
Foundation for Native American 
Education, which she founded in 
1969), Sainte-Marie points out that 
while the mouthbow originated as 
a weapon, it eventually became a 
musical instrument when somebody 
decided to use it for a different 
purpose. Sainte-Marie understands 
computer technology along similar 
lines—as a military and science 
technology that artists like herself 
have been able to transform into a 
supreme art instrument. “Working 
in digital art thrills me because it’s 
based in the way the artist’s mind 
actually works,” she pointed out 
in a 1996 interview for the project 
space Art Focus. As she explains, 
the computer allows an artist to 
work directly with information, free 
of time-consuming practicalities 
like mixing paint, washing paint-
brushes and waiting for the right 
light. Most importantly, an artist is 

VISUAL ART 

Buffy Sainte-Marie
by Monika Vrec̆ar

If I had to pinpoint the 
“essence” of Buffy Sainte-
Marie’s incredible legacy—a 

legacy that spans a multitude of 
disciplines, styles and media—it 
would be vibration. I am not try-
ing to be reductive; vibration is 
everything. When an artist pays 
undivided attention to vibration, 
as Sainte-Marie does, the result-
ing work has the power to shake 
up and collapse boundaries. In the 
realm of vibration, visual and aural 
become sisters, rather than strang-
ers, both relying on the oscillation 
of waves, lightwaves and sound-
waves, respectively. Furthermore, 
the opposition between the mate-
rial and the immaterial becomes 
unstable. For instance, both aural 
and visual waves produce an emo-
tional (or energetic) impact on the 
receiver that science cannot fully 
account for. In this way, an artist’s 
attention to vibration can pull art 
out of the narrow confines of secu-
lar aesthetics and bring it into the 
realm of spiritual significance. 

Such ruminations might surprise 
anyone familiar with the fact that 
Sainte-Marie’s music and art rely 
very much on new media technology, 
which she has been using for over 50 
years. After all, what is so spiritual 
about computers? Sainte-Marie’s 
digital artworks, which form a 
focal point of her retrospective 
exhibition currently on display 
at Urban Shaman Contemporary 
Aboriginal Art in Winnipeg, provide 
lots of potential answers. 

As Sainte-Marie has discussed, 
it doesn’t so much matter to her 
what medium she works with. 
Whether she is employing a tra-
ditional Indigenous instrument, a 
guitar, a paintbrush, or a computer, 
the intention driving the creative 
process is always the same: to play 
(an essential mode of creativity) and 
to communicate (first with herself 
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great artist. But he keeps topping himself. The 
range is so amazing. 

Richard Schiff claims that all his abstractions 
either begin with a reference to the human figure 
or they incorporate some figural element. Your 
father, David Sylvester, wrote that the abstrac-
tions are jumbled fragments of figures. They seem 
to be saying that de Kooning was never not a fig-
urative painter.
I totally agree with that. He’s always got the weight 
of the figure, or its presence or trace. I never think 
of him as really abstract. That may be the reason 
why he is so huge for me. 

Because you’re never not a figurative painter as 
well?
I’ve always been more interested in figures and I 
can take or leave most abstract painting. I’ve prob-
ably said this to you before but I’ve always found 
abstract and figurative really irritating terms. We 
are forced to use them for want of something bet-
ter, but I don’t think you change the way you paint 
when something becomes more abstract. Whether 
the figure came or went is something that I don’t 
think he could even control. There is a great quote 
where he says, “I am working on a painting of two 
women but it might become a landscape.” That 
says it all. He doesn’t even know; he might keep 
forcing it to be two women, but in the end if it 
wants to become a landscape, it’s going to be a 
landscape, and if it wants to become more abstract, 
it will do that too. The painting has it’s own opin-
ion about where it’s going to end up. The so-called 
abstractions are successful because you have these 
fragments of the figure without our wanting more. 
You really get the sense of bodies or an underlying 
figure, but you don’t go on a search for them. It 
was a revelation when I went to the show for the 
first time that the Women and the clearer figures 
spoke to me so much more strongly than the later 
abstractions, even ones like Merritt Parkway, 1959. 
Just having the figure right there was proof that I 
have a much more visceral response to anything 
with a figure.

You said earlier that if you put a face in a figurative 
painting then that will be a hotspot. De Kooning, 
in the Women, really pushes that, because he 
doesn’t just put in a face, but he puts in a face 
with these large eyes and grotesque teeth. He’s 

clearly forcing us to pay attention to that part of 
the painting.
Yes. I think once he made the decision that she’s 
going to be there, then she has to really, really be 
there. The funny thing is once you’ve seen the 
Women, you start seeing them everywhere. There 
are paintings where the figure is not nearly as clear, 
but because you’ve got the memory in your mind’s 
eye, you imprint a woman where she might not 
even be. It happens even in the abstractions, where 
there is just a hint of a leg or an arm. You im-
mediately make pink swathes of paint into thighs 
and breasts and legs. I love the feeling with the 
Women that de Kooning is really trying get hold of 
something. Sometimes when you’re painting not-
a-figure, it is almost like a void. You don’t know 
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1. Willem de Kooning, Pink Angels, 

c. 1945, oil and charcoal on canvas, 

52 x 40". Frederick R. Weisman Art 

Foundation, Los Angeles. © 2011 The 

Willem de Kooning Foundation/Artists 

Rights Society (ARS), New York.

2. Cecily Brown, Hoodlum, 2001, oil on 

linen painting, 75 x 90". Photograph: 

Robert McKeever. © Cecily Brown. 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery.
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vibration. And it is this vibration, 
arising from a quiet interplay 
between the artist and her medium, 
that moves through air and matter, 
shaking up skin, organs, cells and, 
consequently, souls of the lucky 
audience.  ❚

“ B U F F Y  S A I N T E - M A R I E : 
PATHFINDER, a retrospective 
exhibition by an innovator of digital 
art” was exhibited at Urban Shaman 
and Aceartinc., Winnipeg, from 
December 17, 2021, to March 19, 
2022.

Monika Vrec̆ar is a media theorist and 
writer living in Winnipeg.

colours, an Indigenous Elder is 
superimposed on a teepee village. It 
is an energizing image, and yet, just 
like in the picture of the Mohawk 
Warrior, the circulating energy 
burns with possibly destructive 
undertones. In the same interview 
quoted above, Sainte-Marie remarks 
of the piece: “Although the colours 
are fun, young, exciting, emotionally 
it’s contrary. You see an Indian elder 
before a sky of destruction, hovering 
over a teepee village that may or 
may not be surviving. Yet there’s a 
feeling of serenity in the presence of 
chaos, as if to say even if this shall 
pass away, the Creator and Creation 
will survive.” With bewilderment, 
the interviewer retorts: “This sounds 
pretty religious to me. Is it intended 
to be?”

“Not in the church sense,” 
responds Sainte-Marie, and yet 
she muses: “Even the Bible says 
that we are made in the image 
of the Creator, I add, ‘therefore: 
creative.’” The contemporary art 
world might benefit if it embraced 
Sainte-Marie’s idea—one that some 
are still stubbornly resistant to—that 
creation is a supremely spiritual 
practice. Behind every stroke of 
paint, behind every pixel, every 
carefully arranged note, there is a 

work directly with light. She then 
had her digital paintings printed 
by Cibachrome—today, a nearly 
obsolete technique that creates 
a vibrantly chromatic, intensely 
“psychedelic” effect and makes the 
pieces appear as if glowing from 
within. In the current exhibition, 
most of the works are printed on 
KODAK Endura Metallic VC Paper, 
which approximates the effect 
of Cibachrome. Such printing 
techniques are perfectly suited to 
a pair of hallucinogenic images, 
Ayahuasca Jaguar I and II, which 
directly allude to ancient Indigenous 
ceremonies that expand conscious-
ness with the help of psychoactive 
medicine. 

Sainte-Marie’s work opens 
up what she calls—in reference 
to her treatment of Indigenous 
themes through new media—an 
“alter-native” dimension. In The 
Mohawk Warrior Contemplates His 
Future, a graphically edited, over-
saturated photograph, a young, 
topless man appears suspended 
in a vortex of different iterations 
of his distorted image that can be 
read as the imminent possibilities 
that hover within his energetic field. 
In Pink Village, a picture rendered 
in acid-pink and yellow pixelated 
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1. Buffy Sainte-Marie, 

Forced to Dance, 

1984–1994, print on KODAK 

Metallic VC digital paper, 

55 x 44 inches, Ltd Ed, 12 x 

12 inches in ornate frame. 

Photo: Robert Snowbird. 

Courtesy Buffy Sainte-

Marie and Urban Shaman 

Gallery, Winnipeg.

2. Buffy Sainte-Marie, 

Foreground: display of 

Wolf Child cradleboard and 

other personal effects. 

Left: Fifi the Cat, 2005, 

print on KODAK Metallic 

VC digital paper, 20 x 

20 inches, Ltd Ed. Right: 

Hands: The Coming of The 

Digital Age, 1988–1994, 

print on KODAK Metallic VC 

digital paper and collected 

articles, 36 x 49 inches, 

Ltd Ed. Photo: Robert 

Snowbird. Courtesy Buffy 

Sainte-Marie.

3. Buffy Sainte-Marie, 

instructional video on 

traditional instruments and 

the traditional Indigenous/

Native American 

instruments in Buffy 

Sainte-Marie’s collection, 

and articles. Photo: Robert 

Snowbird. Courtesy Buffy 

Sainte-Marie.
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