Magali Léonard: Magician of Colour

By Daniel Rolland

There are some works of art about which reactions speak louder than words.

This is what struck me as I watched the public pausing to admire the works of French painter Magali Léonard, whose canvases were recently displayed here in Montreal. Among the patrons there seemed to be a meditative air—as if the specific terms of engagement dictated by the painter had been to stand perfectly still before the canvas and to ready oneself for the arrival of some phenomenal epiphany. And lo! Such a miracle is born, as like some volcanic god, the artist sets about a fury of chromatic juxtapositions as if to capture the full force of some violently swirling sculpture.

Her work straddles the figurative and the abstract. It has the familiar air of having been seen mapped out in the sky like an aerial perspective on the physical earth and beyond. Originating from Vaison-la-Romaine, she retains the song-like accent of her native region, which conveys a certain joie de vivre further embodied by an enduring child-like capacity for wonderment.

An example might better communicate what I’m trying to say. Invited to breakfast in Quebec’s capital, Magali Léonard was enraptured by the presentation of a plate of fruit, a miniature sculpture in itself, which is the house speciality. Without delay, she whipped out her camera to capture this moment, declaring that the Japanese would be equally thrilled by what she had just seen.

And how the Japanese have taken to Magali Léonard! Thrice has she had the opportunity to exhibit her work in the land of the Rising Sun: in Kobe in 2005, and in Osaka in 2005 and 2008. And it is easy to see why. Her pictures—often conveying a kind of cosmic energy—stimulate a state contemplativeness which chimes with the spirituality that is so much a part of the Japanese way of life. What is remarkable about Léonard is that she doesn’t try to over-intellectualize her project. Her creations don’t require effortful interpretation and everywhere she exhibits, including here in Montreal, her works are immediately ‘eye catching’. 

‘Look and love’ it seems she is saying to us. And everyone who comes into contact with her canvases is swept up, in the words of Baudelaire, by a sort of invitation au voyage. And this is why she is so popular with gallery owners, as invariably they receive excellent feedback from their visitors. She is to painting what Yann Arthus-Bertrand is to photography, in the sense that her canvases bear a distinctive signature. It is the ultimate goal of any artist to be uniquely recognizable at a glance, and Léonard has successfully made this important step.

Now, look and reflect. 

