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Everything is design. Everything!
                                       Paul Rand (1914-1996)

Our world is an extremely visual one. Wherever we look we are 
bombarded by signs, signals, advertisements, posters and a multitude of 
other visual stimuli, categorized under the rubric of ‘design’, 
clamoring for our attention. Meanwhile, usually found in quieter 
surroundings, there are objects which also ask us to stop and think 
which are classified as ‘fine art’. Generally speaking, it is common 
practice to clearly demarcate these realms of creative expression. The 
two, however, are not mutually exclusive. Rather, those works defined as 
‘fine art’ and those considered ‘design’ are based on the same 
principles, often have similar purposes and are often created by the 
same people.

As expressed by American designer Paul Rand, design is everything and 
the visual world, whether speaking of a fine landscape painting or such 
banal objects as traffic signs, is defined by the principles and elements 
of design. The Alberta Foundation for the Arts Travelling Exhibition 
Art and Design in the 21st Century studies the disciplines of fine art 
and design as they are expressed in the work of three contemporary 
Edmonton artists. Exploring the creative practices of Jason Blower, 
Lee Nielsen and Jill Stanton, this exhibition investigates the principles 
which are shared by fine art and design; examines the considerations 
which separate these practices; and contemplates how these artists 
seek to balance the two realms of expression in their artistic endeavors.

Practically from birth we are taught to put things into categories: to take 
the world around us and place the things of it, whether natural or man-
made, into boxes. While this process of classification enables us to make 
some sense of the world and of ourselves, it can also restrict meaning 
as the ‘stuff’ of life is more complex and fluid than we often allow for. 
In Western academic traditions the visual arts is one realm of human 
endeavor where the desire for order and the segregation of 
disciplines has long been emphasized. As the art and design works in 
the exhibition Art and Design in the 21st Century demonstrate, 
however, the lines of division between artistic disciplines can be rather 
blurry and, for the artists featured, all types of expression are part of the 
larger conversation they have with the world around them.

The exhibition Art and Design in the 21st Century was curated by Shane Golby 
and organized by the Art Gallery of Alberta for The Alberta Foundation for the Arts 
Travelling Exhibition Program. The AFA Travelling Exhibition Program is financially 
supported by the Alberta Foundation for the Arts. 
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Jill Stanton is an Edmonton-based printmaker and illustrator. She is 
interested in artist’s books, graphic novels, comics, everyday objects, 
and propaganda. Her work is graphic and detail-oriented and is often 
accompanied by text. 

When speaking of her commercial work, Stanton describes herself as an 
‘illustrator’; someone who makes their living by drawing images for 
clients. She points out, however, that there is a pronounced overlap in 
both aesthetic sensibilities and drawing style between her commercial 
work and her fine art projects. 

For Stanton the definition of ‘illustrator’ sounds ‘light and low-brow’ 
which, even if her work deals with dark themes, is how she likes to think 
of her work. This interest in illustrative work derives from a long 
fascination with comics and narrative/story-telling and how comics can 
combine real and unreal objects and situations in interesting ways. 
Unlike many comics which have a literal and sequential construct, 
however, Stanton, influenced by the art style of Magic Realism, is 
interested in creating abnormalities in narratives and composition so 
she can make work that is interesting to look at but might not make a 
lot of sense. She also enjoys using symbols in her work but uses them in 
nonsequential ways and creates art works where the narratives are pieced 
out by in-depth study. As expressed by the artist:

I like the ambiguity of the narratives I create and the use of symbols. I like 
and am interested in creating works where there are multiple narratives and 
am interested in how things/symbols that are a little ‘off’ can create different 
layers of narrative.  

In her fine art works Stanton is drawn to a variety of themes and stylistic 
influences. Dream imagery, derived from an interest in Magic Realism, is 
very important in her fine art works. She states that dreams do not often 
make sense and she is interested in how symbolism and composition 
can be used without necessarily making sense. She also draws upon her 
personal interests and experiences for her works. An interest in nature 
and plant forms often features in her works. This interest also colours her 
views of the city and the theme of the pastoral versus the city is is often a 
theme in her works. 

For Edmonton artist Jason Blower, the line between his commercial 
work and personal ‘fine art’ work is very blurry. The colours used and the 
overall aesthetic style expressed in his personal work is also seen in his 
commercial works and there is a definite connection between expressing 
the subjects he loves in his personal paintings and the commercial 
projects he chooses to undertake. 

In his commercial work Blower is very influenced by mid 20th century 
design, a period in design and animation which Blower describes as very 
minimalist and graphic in nature. Blower is also influenced by Folk Art. 
This is expressed in the hand-drawn qualities of his work; the ‘fudging’ 
of perspective; and the use of bright colours. These aspects of Blower’s 
commercial and personal artistic style give his work a whimsical or fun 
message and aesthetic and, as he describes it, there is a ‘sunshine and 
lollipop’ feel to his works. 

When speaking of his fine art works Jason Blower describes himself as a 
‘commercial’ artist’ rather than a ‘high brow’ artist, meaning that he does 
make art to make money. As he has described it:

I make what I like to make but I’m not ‘cerebral’. I don’t make pieces to make 
political statements or to allow for internal self-reflection. I want to produce a 
pleasing aesthetic image that people want.  

Blower makes pictures to inspire love for architecture and the 
environment and for people to appreciate what they have. He paints the 
city (of Edmonton), for example, because he loves the city and paints the 
mountains because he loves them.  

Whether creating ‘personal’ works or engaged in commercial projects, 
however, Jason Blower thinks quite considerably about his ‘brand’: about 
putting his voice and aesthetic out there. For this artist consistency of 
brand and product is very important so that clients who come to hire 
him, whether for a commissioned work, a commercial product, or who 
simply purchase one of his paintings, know exactly what they are getting 
as an end product.

Lee Nielsen is engaged in a multi-faceted art and design practice based on 
an inquiry into what one can use images to make and what these images 
can say. For Nielsen Art and Design are one giant practice: they come from 
the same place, use the same languages and use the same tools although 
there is a division between them.

Nielsen’s art practice involves a deliberate exploration of dark, 
uncomfortable, contentious themes related to his curiosity about territories 
that aren’t often explored. Seeing himself as a ‘court jester’ or ‘sh** 
disturber’, he is attracted to things that deal with abject or grotesque 
themes or subjects that address social, political and economic concerns and 
the way we as human beings organize ourselves in these realms. Often his 
work explores how we are more connected now that we’ve ever been and 
yet we are disconnected from each other and fragmented. 

Nielsen states that there is a definite overlap and two-way conversation 
between his fine art practice and his commercial work. Certain fine art 
techniques or iconography, such as an allegorical impulse, can be found in 
his commercial work while a lot of his painting technique is informed by 
commercial and digital processes. Despite this overlap, however, there are 
certain things he can get away with as an artist that he cannot in a 
commercial context. While conscious of this, however, Nielsen is invested 
in bringing his artistic sensibilities into the commercial realm and so he 
is much more drawn to and will seek out clients that will use the type of 
imagery he appreciates. As a commercial client has ‘the final say’ in projects, 
however, Nielsen sees his commercial work as being divided between public 
and private realms with some projects, much more aligned to his artistic 
identity, being publicized while other projects are not. 

As expressed by Lee Nielsen, the very genesis of our world lies in art and 
design. Throughout history cultures have used art/design to give themselves 
an identity and these ‘tools’, in a very literal sense as seen, for example,  in 
Nazi Germany, can both stimulate and record the rise and fall of entire 
cultures. As a designer Nielsen sees himself as part of a larger ‘ecosystem’ 
where he helps other people articulate their ideas; ideas and products which 
influence people and thus cultures. Through his art and design work, then, 
Nielsen sees that he actually has an affect on people.                                 
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River Valley, 2011
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