
In the lobby of Toronto’s first fives tar hotelCana dian vi sions abound. From the bronze maple
leaves in the mar ble floor to views of windswept Ge or gian Bay, the art speaks only of On tario,
even though the Ritz-Carl ton is part of an in ter na tional chain. “We wanted peo ple to know, when
they visit the Ritz-Carl ton, they are in Toronto, On tario, Canada,” says gen eral man ager Tim Ter ‐
ceira, point ing out the maple key pat terns wo ven into an up per lobby car pet. “It lo cal izes you
and gives a sense of place.” When the ho tel was just in the plan ning stages, its Atlanta-based de ‐
signer sent a port fo lio of work for the de vel oper to con sider. “While they were nice, they were all
Amer i can. I thought, ‘that’s not right,’” Gar net Watchorn re calls. “We have some ter rific artists
here.” He hired Ross Marks, a Toronto art con sul tant, who con tacted On tario artists to bring in
work for Watchorn’s re view. Some even brought their kids be cause they couldn’t af ford babysit ‐
ters. The end re sult — 450 pieces of new art, all from On tario artists. Some are at the start of
their ca reers, oth ers well es tab lished. Their work — paint ing, sculp ture, draw ings — is in pub lic
ar eas and guest rooms and cost about $500,000. “It had to be five-star art,” Watchorn says. THE
YOUNG ARTIST Janna Wat son had never set foot in a RitzCarl ton un til last month when she rode
her bike to the Welling ton St. W. ho tel and saw six of her paint ings in the lobby. Though ac claim
has come fairly quickly — her first solo show sold out in Van cou ver last year — it was a big mo ‐
ment. “I felt re ally over whelmed,” says the 27-year-old pain ter raised in Flesherton, where her
fa ther is a Pen te costal min is ter. Part of it has to do with a feel ing of per ma nence. “The fact that
they put my name and the paint ing’s ti tle on a plaque . . .” Af ter grad u at ing from the On tario Col ‐
lege of Art and De sign, she worked as a server at the Soho Ho tel. One of her ear li est shows was at
the Soho con do mini ums. “I was sup port ing my self, but starv ing,” she says. She quit in 2008 to
con cen trate on her paint ing. “Peo ple say they are at tracted by my work, but of ten don’t know
why,” she wrote in an email. “They turn to me for an an swer.” Wat son blends colours on the can ‐
vas, then uses lines to con nect forms. “I think of it as the life span of a thought caught on can vas.”
She ex plains that she paints in tu itively and doesn’t plan things out. “I’m not in my head at all
when I’m paint ing.” She lays the can vas or birch board on the floor so the stain she ap plies
doesn’t drip but cre ates glowing, ethe real blooms of colour that are her sig na ture. Her next solo
show in Toronto is Jan uary 2012. TO UN DER STAND how Michele Woodey and Mary Kennedy
work to gether har mo niously, it’s best to think of mu sic. What makes their part ner ship un usual is
that they paint to gether un der the sin gle name of Fiona Hoop. Kennedy starts a new can vas ap ‐
ply ing the build ing blocks of the paint ing, the broad strokes of colour; Woodey adds a layer of
fine de tail to elab o rate on the theme, then back to Kennedy and so on. By the end, they are paint ‐
ing side by side. Think of a com poser writ ing a sym phony, says Woodey, adding there has to be
room for all the in stru ments. Some of their paint ings are called Sound Strings; one of the six

Ritz-Carl ton guests get dose of art ap pre ci a tion from lo cal tal ent

Putting up Ontario artists at the Ritz



paint ings at the Ritz-Carl ton is ti tled Tonal Rhythm No. VI. “We weave colour and com po si tion to ‐

gether the way a com poser weaves sep a rate melodies to gether to cre ate one whole mu si cal

piece,” she says. They work in Woodey’s stu dio be hind her West Toronto house, which has the

feel and plush tex ture — rugs, nat u ral ist col lec tions of shells, bird’s nests and crys tals — of an Ed ‐

war dian draw ing room. They have man aged to avoid be ing com pet i tive or feel ing ten sion from

work ing too closely. “We pretty much leave our egos be hind,” says Kennedy, who also takes is sue

with the no tion of the im pov er ished artist. Both make a good liv ing from their work and have a

ros ter of cor po rate clients. “There’s a stigma at tached to that and many of us don’t iden tify with

it.” Woodey adds: “We’ve ac tu ally been very suc cess ful. There were times in the past when we

couldn’t have af forded to stay at the Ritz, but your life changes and af ter a lot of years of hard

work, we’ve reached a point where we could ac tu ally stay in the Ritz and might want to.” IN HIS

MID 20S Scott Steele, who was at the time earn ing his liv ing as amodel in Europe, stood in front

of Rem brandt’s great paint ing The Night Watch and, as he tells it, felt a shiver of ex cite ment.

“Some thing weird hap pened,” he re calls. “Enough of this mod el ling,” he told him self. “It’s time to

get back to mak ing art.” Back in Toronto, he went to de sign school, where he met his wife and set

up a busi ness with her. His first jobs as a self-taught pain ter were func tional — floor and wall

dec o ra tion. In 1990, he held his first show of 50 paint ings and sold many of them. “You have to

have a lit tle con fi dence and wing it,” he says. Steele, now 45, is known for his photo re al ism

paint ings — so sharp they look like pho to graphs — and im pres sion is tic land scapes. His sub jects

are eas ily ac ces si ble, fa mil iar Toronto store fronts and din ers. “I learned to give the pub lic what

they wanted,” he says from the stu dio be hind his Lea side house, where he lives with his wife and

two chil dren. If a buyer likes one of his paint ings, but not the colour, he’s happy to do an other in

a dif fer ent one. “I want to paint to make enough money to pay my bills and live in a house like

this,” he says.


