Jine art

East Meets West
in Montclair

Fine artist Siona Benjamin brings a world of influences to her work

1 you've been inside the MC
Hoeel i downdown Moniclair,
o ve probably neticed ihe
striking artworks hanging in
thet intericr and exterior of the
buibding ond wondered about
their provenance. Who wis inspired
o blend such brilliamiy.ooloned
dreamscapes that often incorporate
vaguely recogmiable local scencs?

Thi anewer won't surprise You
when you lenm about ihe ar-
ist’s background, Moniclair resi-
dent Siona chju.min. 549, frew up
in o fewish community B the hear
of Mumbai, Indin, and was educated
in Catholic and Loronstrinm schools.
As the recipient of wo Fulbrghs
Fellomships, she (reguently visiied
family in lsmael and explored the
theme of mubiculiural an there and
in Indin, She Tived in Franoe For
si mwnihs s continues 1o feach
workshops and promaote her anwork,
which has been displayed in muse-
wms mrid exchilbis throughow the
warlel,

Bt For this artist who has been
around the globe, Montclair is home
— @& much as any onc place can be,

*I bedong everywhere ond nowhere
at the same thme,” svs Bengaman,
whe came o America to sisdy
more thim 30 years ago and moved
Lo Upper Montchair in 2002, "It's
umnerving (o feel that | belong
e hiere, amd §1's also unmerving
1o feel that | belong everywhere ...
And | do belong, sometimes, | love
Monachair, | belong 1o Mentelair.”
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FAMILIAR FEIL TO IT The painning i the foregroured, Sargn-La” wan magseed by aithl Sond
Baiaran | sk in Edgemont shd Andenon Paricl in Monmclair

WORKS ON PROMINENT DISPLAY

Benjamins love for her homeiown
shings through her work at The MC
Hesel, which in August observed
the aaniversary of s fest vear i
business. The decor of the hotel is
thematically ted o Montclaar's
flourishing amiste commundry, and
displavs Henjamin's work on each
floor of the building, includimg the
lobiby,

In bave Seprember, she contribuied
i works to the exterior — o
2200t by Bleot mursl and
a elreular sl latbon for e
rotunda that is 18 fect in dinmeier.
Collaborator Yvonne Verwer created

sky Irmagery for the latter artwork,
and Benjamin provided the encirchng
border. The artists used a material
cnlled Dhibond, which is used in

the nl;lk.'inu_-uf green ]u'lﬂm-u].' :-ip'u:.
The sedection of the arl, design and
installation kocation was the resuly of
a coflnbormion between the aniss,
developers Pinnsche Properties and
The Hampshire Compunics, the
Montc lair township coumcil, and the
Monielair planning board,

Benjamin was schocied as one of
the artists 1o dio the hotel commsizsion
by David Ashen of Dash Design,
the compainy hired o cosate the
nesthetic sensibility of the hotel, >
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Becaviss the goal was io incorpoeale
images reflecting local seifimgs,
Benjamin researched Edgensont
amd Anderson Parks with the help
of Lisanne Renner, historian for
Friends of Anderson Park, She
then created, using her irsdemark
Fushon of Eastern and Western
technigques, seven pamtings that
include such recognizable leatures
ag the winding pathwaoys and gham
oak tree in Anderson Park, and water
bards in Edgemeoni Park, When guesis
&1 the hovel exit the elevsior on By
floar, they see one of these pakitings.

Heather Carter, Benjamin’s
curment an ageni, prafzes her chient’s
ability 1o produce artworks that are
different, vet carry her signature style,
"Her work reflects a mix of culares
ard traditicans and time periods,®
she says, “She uses a lot of humor
aned irony, And whas | ke s she
injects mythology and sociopolitical
commeiary ... and also fust her
versaliliiy.”

“The hotel is soen as an an
hatel,” says Brian Saolar, the
president and CECr of Pinmsicle
Properties. “Therefore, we wanted
something that was really cotchy,
refated directly so Momiclair, ard
had somee abstract color to "

T

Benjamin's commissions are just
w small portion of the work she
does, however, Having completed
hisnelreds of pioces. mainly clrcling
around the ideas of diversity, identity
urd the feeling of belonglng, she
Isas expressed many of her life
experiences on her canvases, A good
exampe of this & her serses called
“Finding Home,™ which reflects her
experiences [iving and traveling all
over the world.

Berjamyin always knew she
wanbed b be an anist. She went
to undergraduste school in India,
leurning about end gabing experience
I the craft of Eastern art. She then
imveded poross the world 1o Nianes,
whene she eaimed two MFA™s, ane
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ARTIEETRC FREVIE fieli] Armin, Siora Berjamie ared ¥ieormne Versser stand bensach chas rosusss
rewral, which i recently irmalled ar che M Hotel [Right} Benjumen o dwarfed by the mural (e
created ler the hodel evreno

in painting from Southern MHinoi
University - Carbondale and nnother
in theater set design from University
of Minais - Urbann-Champaign, She
credits her background in theater and
eq design for finding the common
ground between susinieg her
signature style and making her work
fit the ntmesphere of the space; at the
MC Hoel, the botel i the theater,
ond her artwork is the set,

Cme of her signature stykes is the
blue pigmentation of her chamacters,
In & short documeniary about her
work that can be seen on Amazon
Prime, Blue Like M The An of
Siona Bevfurtin, this emphass on
identity & discussed, The film ends
with the simple statemend, “We
all comse from everywhere, buk the
planet is blue.”

“We are = many dilferent skin
colors and from different places, b
we are connbcled az human beings,
and the planet is blee,” Benjamin
says, “And that's why my characiers
in my work are blue, becauss we are
the color of the sky.™

ART AS A FORCE FOR GOOD

She plso finds her antwork 1o
be an opporiunily for sdvocacy.
Her eries titked “Exclus™ portrays
the struggles and experiences of
refugess around the world, Whils
she has never feln what {8 meins w0
lose ome’s boane, Benjumin uses her

OppEEtunity as on arist o speak
out. She thinks. of this as akin o the
work of visual joumalists, recording
the stories of the time. She has also
been commissioned to Hlusirate o
children's book by Seattle publisher
Intergnlactic Afikomen about a
character who “belongs evenywhere
anl nowhere” — a loeling, as she has
nated, with which che i familiar,

She lnunched another project in
response (o the ghobal pandemic.
Wiih *Cause for Comlor,” Benjamin
olfers hand-signed archival prings
and bankets priced below 5100, and
donates 15% of all procecds 1o Jocal
nonprofits such as the Moniclaie An
Museum and Bepair the World in
Mew York

Given the unorthodos and bold
ﬂh:ﬂﬁdllktwrh.:h:m.ﬁm.
wikle array of responses 1o her an.
"I think those whd are open-minded
o undersiand this amalgam of the
ek, this mixeure of the world,
really love my work,™ Benjamin says,
She erodits Tser local qmﬂu,ui[!,
with hiving & lke-minded artinsde
vowand cther cultures and taditions.

And for her, that's what Monitelair
is all abowt, *It's about introducing
thas different-ness and diverdty,” she
says. “So, the fact thai | could do on
Indian miniarure-dnspired painting
the lobby of o hotel — i fits in, bt |
dogsn's. (Amdy that ls whan makes i
unlgue,” m
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