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GWEN TOOTH

Gwen Tooth is an expressionist painter. She paints to express energy, soul and
mood. She has in recent years completed several series of paintings revealing
the various moods and energies of water whirlpools, waterfalls, and tsunamis.

Gnen is a member of the Toronto collective Propeller At Gallery, Artists
Network, Gallery 1313, Colour Research Society of Canada, Artists in Canada,
and an Associate member of the Society of Canadian Artigts.

Let Loose (2023) is an exhibition of acrylic paintings in which Gnven  let
loose and used tools, forms and painting techniques from every aspect of her
last decade of work. She retained the mother colour backgrounds and from
there the canvases diverged into different paths, some colourful and happy,
influenced by her love of painting lemons and fruit; others dancing on the edge
of the quiet introspective side, pulling forms and figures from her earlier series.
A series of tall narrow paintings spoke for black backgrounds and silver sides,
going againgt the classical norm of keeping the canvas sdes white. The forms
used by her evolved from a series of coloured paper cut-out dolls that Gwven
painted last year in a more colourful format. The installation interconnects many
different elements of Gven swork over the last decade.

Gwen holds a B.A. from Western University, a Bachelor of FHne Arts (Honours)
from Ontario College of At and Design University and a Certificate of
Achievement in FHne Arts with Honours from Humber College Institute of
Technology and Advanced Learning. She teaches adult classes in acrylic
abstraction as well as experimental drawing and painting at various cultural
centres and art groups and is available to jury exhibitions. For a detailed
curriculum vitae, please visit: www.zhibit.org/ gwentooth.
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LET LOOSE

"Why do | love painting?' | am an expressionist painter. | hav ecompleted several series of acrylic
paintings revealing the moods and energies of water  whirlpools, waterfalls, and tsunamis. When |
create a series of paintings, | plan it as an ingtalation. My intent is that the v ewer stands in the
middle of the gallery and listensto the hidden sundsin te paintings.

For the Let Loose series, | created acrylic paintings rev @ling my inner joys and sorrows. | worked
on all of the canvases smultaneoudy. Frst, | applied a mother colour of bright red, giving a
common background. | really let loose and gav eeach canvas shape the colour of background it
needed. Fve tal narrow canvases required black. Fv eother paintings spoke for a micaceous iron
oxide textured background. | applied only one colour at a time and allowed it to cure dry for a few
days. This gave me time to enjoy the progress and to hav ea conversation with my paintings. They let
me know what they needed next. At thispoint, He paintingstook o @ and | bllowed heir éad.

With each series, | experimented and utilized the tools and painting styles | had used over the years.
These works, like many of my series, were and are as much outer landscapes as inner scapes of my
mind and soul. As | let loose in this series, all rules were at risk of being broken and broken
successfully. | dropped my recent practice of keeping the canvas sides an academic white and made
them part of the work in full colour.

During my years as an art student at Humber College and Ontario College of Art and Design, | had the
opportunity to study with various influential artists. Graham Coughtry gav eme the freedom to
experiment on a very large scale with glazing, figurative fragmentation, pastel, oil pastel, oil painting,
and acrylic work. Ross Mendes ingtilled me with great energy and ideas about the rhythm of a
painting and his love for the work of Richard Diebenkorn. Chin Kok Tan shared his approach to water
colour painting using only 3 primary colours and a unigque way to work with shapes and value. |
explored in depth many media, including printmaking, book arts, papermaking, and textiles. | had a
full suitcase of tools with which to advance my art career. After graduation from art school | travelled
and searched out the teachers | needed in Canada and the U. S | reach very deep to create my very
own painterly expression that is like that of no other artist. | draw on my assmilation of travel to
many countries and galleries around the world. The percolation within continues and will be the
resource of many original paintingsin years b come.



CONVERSING WITH THE CANVAS:
Interviewing Gwen Tooth

Can you tell us alittle bit about "Let Loose," and the process that you re approaching
this series with?

When | decided to do this series, | had been collecting supplies - paints and canvases which were
of shortage in the city and also ideas in my head, because | have different themes | ve worked on
over the years. | had a certain crisgs in my life in August and | decided to start doing this series,
and it was going to be what made me feel good. Art has aways freed me up and loosened my
passions and brought me to life, so | basically did this show and completed it in two months, then
followed it on by having the paintings wired and prepared. | had my artis statement and
biography al done by early November so that | was ready. Family time, Christmas, and New Year s
was the most important, so then | came back to it in February and started planning and doing the
marketing and working with the staff of the gallery Tom and his interns like Tiffany, who helped
tremendoudy to pull everything together.

| kind of have an idea in my head when | start the whole show - the visual installation - and | just
decided as soon as the series was done that it was going to be called Let Loose because it was
the coming together of about three different focuses that | ve been working on, off and on for
ten to twelve years. | have a studio in my home that | could spend an hour in and leave it [a
painting] for a few days then come back and peek at it, which is aways the way | learned at art
school. Put it across the hall from where you re having your coffee. Just look at it, see if
anything s wrong. | generally don t change a lot of things because it's in my head, so when |
execute, | execute quite quickly. | use big, bold movements from my shoulders so the strokes
don t get too tight and finicky. | put gloves on to protect my hands and my hands become my
paint brushes. Picture this. | sometimes just put my hand into a big tube of paint and a handful
comes out and | just sort of let it go. The serendipity of where it wants to go on the canvas. Part
of the series was based on lemons which I've been following for many years, and | ve always liked
the paintings of Donald Sultan who did these giant lemons and fruit. Recently | bought a book
about the diaries of Lucien Freud and in addition to his figures which he's well known for, he had
done some 4ill life and he had a beautiful lemon painting in there. It was very subtle. | have a
friend from art school who is also working on a glazing method and doing beautiful paintings of
fruit and she focuses on lemons as well.



When you re painting, do you primarily work with a reference image or is it all
from your head or memory?

There might be a hint of an image reference but | rarely do drawings before | paint. | just
paint. | learned from my granddaughter that that was okay when the Jackson Pollock
abstraction show came to Toronto. | took my granddaughters there. They were quite
young at the time, and one of them came over to me. They d listened to the video at one
of the paintings and she said: Gandma, | learned that Jackson Pollock did not do
sketches, he just painted. o, | just paint. | may have an ideain my head but if the paint
goes in a different way, | just let it go that way and | respond to it. It skind of like having
a conversation with the canvas, and at that time, we re talking together and nobody else
should be around, getting involved in that conversation, so it s very personal and deep. |
don t use music, although | was a trained musician when | was young. | like the quiet time
so | can pull out what s in my head, what s in my subconscious and a lot of artist
musicians have told me they see the music and the rhythm in the work. So everything you
do in your life comes together in your final artwork. Doesn t matter what it is. | know
teachers from OCADU [Ontario College of Art and Design University] that have said the
same thing: they work the art into their life.



Looking at "Let Loose," would you say there is a particular rhythm that defines this
series?

It skind of big and bold. A lot of my works are the go big or go home type, but these [Let
Loose] are quite small so | believe | ve captured the boldness in even the very small pieces. |
have not worked quite as large in this show as | had in some previous shows but | m very
happy with the results.

| do better on a larger scale but it depends on what it is. When | did my series, "Niagara Falls
in Winter," | did big drawings - some small drawings for a while in my sketchbook - in
watercolor, pen, and ink - and they re al the same size. | have not shown those anywhere, but
they were inspiration for larger ones. When | started the first painting which was thirty-two by
seventy-six [incheg], | took a brush - occasionally it was a brush - and with black paint | drew
out the sketch. | had enlarged the sketch - gone to Saples and got the biggest, hugest
reproduction | could get - and had it tacked on my wall in my studio. | started doing it in
paint. My intention was really to have an underground and then do glazes with the coloured
lights of the falls, then | started painting and | thought, when | finished it, that it was a
painting. Then | remembered another Jackson Pollock painting that | saw some years ago. It
was black and had some figurative elements in it, and there was a note on the bottom of it
that said that Jackson Pollock had told someone in his art life that he had taken to drawing
with paint. So | thought, thereiit is. Thatswhat that pieceis. It's a black drawing.

The others were more muted colours and again they're all about the surface of the water and
in the winter, the base of Niagara Fallsis not that pretty. | tried to capture the energy and the
force of it. | did want it all in greens - that was right after the black and white one - and then i
moved into colours, which was when | kept zooming into the same spot. | would see different
reflections. Especially in the summer or fall, the colour reflections would be different, hence
there was a pink, yellow, and orange one and there was a turquoise blue one with brown in it,
which symbolized the dirtiness of the water and that was my best painting. Sometimes you
just have to try things. You don t always know what s your best piece or what somebody will
like. | had an artist tell me some time years ago when | went to a workshop on Gabriola Iand
in BC [British Columbia], Your work doesn t have to be good. Somebody just has to like it.
Which explains why in some galleries, the gallerists choose not to bring on people that have
been to art school. They want students who figure it out on their own and are not tainted by
al the rules. That sdisappearing a bit but | think it s still very valid.



Would you consider your work an abstraction of a still life or landscape because you
work with alot of natural elements, like the lemons from "Let Loose" or the waterfalls?

A lot of people have tried to label me as abstract expressionist as | have an inclination for that but
| would call my work expressionist because | take the colours and | expressthe feeling that | see in
alandscape, like an Arizona desert or ariver in Ontario. | found that by doing outdoor painting, |
get to know a subject better but I'm a studio painter. | work better insde and from my mind but
it's good to have that research and know your subject inside out. As my husband and | have been
to the falls many times in winter when there's been ice hanging down the branches, it sa memory
that you carry with you. | also did a series called "White Water Rapids’ which was walking along
the white water rapids. It was in the fall and | believe | did it a couple of times over the years and
there s nothing like the power that you see beside you. If you were to pop in there you d be gone
in afraction of a second! It svery fascinating. Years ago | did a series on whirlpool variations, that
was kind of from my head, but | have seen the whirlpoolsin Niagara Falls and other places.

In away, your work is preserving or presenting a memory.

Absolutely. It s preserving and taking another look at a landscape that people would only
recognize literally as they came and spent time with the painting, which iswhy | encourage people
to come and spend time with the works.

Would you say there is an unrecognisable familiarity about the objects and landscapes
in your work?

Well, | have three basic concepts that | teach when | teach approaches to abstraction. One of
them is the zooming in approach, which we all know from our instant cameras. | learned that
approach decades ago from a great artist, Lupe Rodriguez, who has passed on now, and she
encouraged me to get highly involved in my art. We did an exercise - just taking something smple
like a pencil case and then abstracting it and turning it into an abstract piece that you don t
recognize anymore. From that | evolved my own method of approaching and zooming in and
taking parts of atea pot or a bottle on the table and adding little accents. All the teachers come in
and speak to me at different times. | had a small one [painting] of a bottle and Graham Coughtry
would always look at my work and say, You just need a modicum of the complementary colour
right there. On this particular bottle, | just put a couple of yellow dots but they had to be in the
right place so | m aways aware of the golden section on the grid underneath. But | don't
conscioudy think of it.



Are there any artists that you would consider your muse?

| can t at the moment think of any but | know Janet Reid, whose work is very mystical about the
north and the flowers and the tundra. She has traveled up there. | studied with Stephen Quiller in
the US and he s a master water-colourist and acrylic artist and | took a water media course with
him. Went straight to the mining town of Creede in Colorado for a week. He knew exactly where
every colour was on his palette. He designed a palette so he didn t have to look. Once he had that
structure, he painted very intuitively so | learned that you have certain structures you keep in your
mind but then you forget them. You put them out of your mind and just paint. | d have to think
longer about current influences as there are so many that have touched my life.

| like that you have a variety of influences and you ve tried a variety of mediums. You re
very experimental.

Definitely, | always try to use one or two new tools or techniques or colours in every series. | do
often use a mother colour to start a painting and that ties the whole thing together. Once | add

the other colorson, it tiesthe seriestogether so that it s unified.

What techniques and colours are tying "Let Loose" together?

That s my whole point. | m not going to worry about the rules this time, | just really needed to let
loose! And that swhy it became "Let Loose" - | mgoing to paint what | want this time!




Your work is also collaborative, personal, and immediate, but you have the collaboration
with the canvas - simultaneously, it s aone-man and a two-man job.

I like, above all, to be authentic and it s easy to fal into the trap of doing tons of work - which is
important if you want to survive as an artist and | admire the people that do - but | can t quite
work that way so | have chosen my own path. There was a book out years ago called The Road
Less Travelled, so mine is The Art Journey Less Travelled. Wherever it goes, it goed!

Is there any book you d recommend to fellow artists?

I m constantly buying books and | m constantly giving books away to other artists. There are lots
of books out there on how to manage your business and so on. Most of them are pretty good.
There s a book recommended to me years ago by Brian Smith in a class and it was The Art Spirit
by Robert Henri and | have a couple copies of that. | collect a lot of biographies or persona
writings of artists back from the renaissance of Robert Motherwell and works of women artists.
| ve read many, many books about abstract expressionists. One of my favourite ones was about
Haine de Kooning and Joan Mitchell, because | became aware of synthesis and that some people
see the colours and hear them, kind of like notes. There s many different forms of this process.
Some musicians can hear a note and might consider them to be the colour blue, so there s many
approachesto colour.

Do you feel that there s a symbolic meaning behind the colours in your work or are they
more intuitive?

I think they re both. They re intuitive based on the fact that there's a lot of colour theory and
meaning. One that | like but don t use right now is the Goethe theory, which is kind of a giant
triangle with little triangles into each and you're mixing the adjacent colours together. | used to
use more of that, but when | used to mix my paints with water or mediums, | d mix them all first,
so that was part of my meditative process but then when | paint it s very fast. | remember in art
school with Graham Coughtry, we used to listen to Miles Davis music and he came around and |
did this one painting but was not very happy with the values. | said, | don t know what happened
to this, the devil made me do it! And he said something like, You just reached into your
depths.



The emotional expression, the freedom - you re reeling back and not letting even art
education or the formalities of art affect what you create. It s boundless, timeless, and
limitless.

| just thought of another artist that hasn't affected me recently but | took at least four classes
with her years ago and her name was Lila Lewis Irving. She lives in Ontario and has two master s
degrees. A woman from the abstract expressionists, Helen Frankenthaler, was her prof when she
spent a month in a special program that she was juried into in New Mexico. So that's definitely
affected her work. She works very large and she s quite elderly now, but she s till showing and
currently has a retrospective at the Donna Child Fne Art Gallery in West Toronto, Etobicoke. So
yes, | took several courses from her but each teacher | learn from, | don t stay too long because |
don t want them to affect my own thoughts and style. | want to be just me. | don t want people
to go into agallery and go, Oh, she took a class from so-and-so and so-and-so.

What's the most exciting part about your creative process?

| love to paint, | m very passionate about it and | always have been. | m just in my own element
when | m in a room with others or on my own mostly where | can paint and | m in charge.
Actually, the conversation is with the canvas - what s on the canvasisin charge, but we do like a
collaboration. But what | wanted to say asfar asin painting these works, | m thinking about where
the show is going to be hung and for me, | always consider it an installation where someone would
come in and stand in the middle of the room, and be able to turn in a circle and see the whole
show as one. | did have a very special art teacher at OCAD years ago when it was called OCAD,
Ross Mendes, and he had lots of energy and he taught us a technique he called mnemonics,
where we could go into an art gallery and look at all the paintings and learn the details, get them
in our head, and then when we d come out of the room, we d be able to go through exactly what
each painting was and where it was on the wall. | have been able to incorporate that technique
into my "visionizing" a show and how it s going to be hung and how I'm going to pull it together.



Do you consider your work to be psychic automatist or perhaps even surrealist in the
way that you refer to your subconscious?

It could be. | don t intentionally do that. | am very familiar with Borduas and some of the Quebec
artists. | have books on al these, the Group of Heven, and the abstract expressonists, the
Canadian painters. | have books that show them by decade. There were a lot of abstract
movements in the twentieth century, particularly in Canada.

Is there any process that you look forward to experimenting with in your work?

| am not a big fan of collage and have a love-hate relationship, unlessit slarge, but | would like to
do more sculpture. | have done some sculpture with found objects and | have in the old days,
gone to Central Tech and done a big, huge figure which | don't have anymore, but | had a nice
shoulder bust which | did and loved. | don t have the physical capabilities to lift heavy objects at
this point, | would need an assistant. I'm always open to doing new things. | ve seen some lovely
sculptors at the McMichael Gallery. The ceramic sculptor - | think Gathie Falk was her name -
[made] piles of lemons and oranges and apples and everything. And the shoes, that just blew my
mind. There have been other artists. The McMichael gallery has a lot of really great exhibits and
they re merging the Group of Seven with contemporary artists which | like, just due to their
current director, Sarah Millard.




It's areally interesting choice to merge the Group of Seven with contemporary artists.
In having them next to each other, you can really see the historical influence even if the
artist istrying to challenge that influence.

The art world has changed so much, there s a lot to absorb. | find that | watched a lot of Zooms
from different schools during the pandemic, but | m zoomed out now so | have to pace myself
with those and | m once again trying to get out to galleries, because | find | used to do two to
three days aweek and pick out galleries and go around and | did alot. | have alot of galleriesthat
| get emails from and sometimes they have Zooms, but sometimes | sign up for Zoomsand | can t
make it.

It s hard to work around a busy schedule but you always make time for art.

| made the decision many years ago that if | didn t make room for art in my life, it would be
snuffled out to some degree. So, | made a silent commitment to myself to spend three and a half
days per week. | d be reading an art magazine, an art book, or into a gallery or working on my own
work. That s been a focus but | ve kind of forgotten that a bit during the last few years when
we ve had the viruses around but we do what we do, the best we can.

The discipline and commitment that you have towards retaining art in your life is
inspiring!

Thank you so much. | remember early on before | ever went to art school, there was a woman who
had gone to OCAD - it was OCA when she went! - and she said she graduated, and then she
didn t pick up a brush for fifteen years because she had her family. And she said, Dont you do
that. So you never know who s going to make an impact on you.

You always have to keep the creative juices flowing - you use it or you lose it!

It s true with your body. If you dont keep walking and doing exercises and things, arthritis
gtiffens and corrupts you so you don t want that to happen in your art. | used to worry if | didn t
paint regularly | would lose it, and Graham Goughtry said to me, It s like riding a bicycle, you |I
never forget.



Did Graham inspire you to look to Fauvism?

No, | think that was more something | did on my own though it was in his class. Graham had
Gordon Rayner come in and Paul Soggett, and | think Gordon Rayner was big on colour. | brought
a book of Matisse s paper cutouts, and Gord said to me once, Do you know, there sa show onin
New York Aty and if you look at his paper cutouts, they re not like they look in books. There are
layers and layers of collage and colour. | was working at the time so | took the initiative to get a
one day flight to New York Qty. | had my ticket bought ahead of time and | went to see the show
and then | came back to Toronto the same night.

You have a very deep connection with art and that shows with everything you say and
do.

It sall art-related, it slike | eat art for breakfast.

Even in your glasses!

WEll, here s the last part of the story. | went to get
some clothes. | always like to wear outfits that go with
the colours of my paintingsin the show, so | got lucky
yesterday. | got my sixth Covid shot and | went to a
store | liked and | got several things. A lot of them
were eighty percent off, and one dress was designed
by Qaire Degardin who s a Quebec province-based
artist and | had bought some of her dresses before, so
I'm fully equipped for all visitation days at the show.

| was going to say, your glasses match Judi s
[Lederman] painting behind you!

That was why | ended up buying the raincoat. The clerk said, | love your glasses, and she says,
| have the perfect raincoat for you. She brought it out and | said, Oh yes, it s Qaire Degardin
because | knew the artist and | bought it. It sreversible.



With such a deep admiration for art, what made you take it a step further and become
an artist?

It just always made me feel good. | had no brothers or ssters so my parents were older when | was
born, and my mother used to make things with me, with our hands. We made furniture for a
dollhouse. | fill have that in my family. She did paintings, but she did not teach me to paint but
they were in the house. She made a lot of quilts before she was married. That didn t really appeal
to me, all the tiny splotches of colour, so when | left home | bought blankets that were purely one
colour. That s for me. So the bright colour has always been for me. | went to Mexico once, a
couple of times actually, and it was like | was meant to be born in this kind of culture or in the
warmer climate, because the colours are me.

| like that you paint with your fingers - you don t have distance between you and the
canvas, you re directly involved.

Yeah, it works for me. | have of course done studies in school where you take your brush, tape it
to the end of a big long stick, and do the thing on the floor but | haven t done much of that
lately. There s a great teacher at the Toronto School of Art. Her name is Tina Oehmsen-Qark and
she does experimental drawing classes. She does a lot of interesting exercises and | became aware
of an artist in Europe who had scissors or pencils on her hands and would draw on the walls.
There s alot of different things being done out there and | like to keep focused. I like to have a
local focus, a provincial one, a national one, and an international one, and be a bit knowledgeable
about all of it.

How did you start eradicating the paintbrush?

It kind of started in my first series, "Rhythms of the Sea." | was using large brushes - three or four
inch brushes, hardware store type - and glazes, and seeing the transparency and trying different
horizon line levels. | spent a lot of time at Lake Huron over the years and on different trips | had
seen oceans around the world, but Lake Huron has had a huge impact on me. Halfway through
that series, | did one that had no horizon line and | feel that that was my transtion piece that led
me on to do "Rhythms of the Sea IlI" where it s all about the surface of the water, so there haven't
been many brushes since except in "Niagara Falls in Winter" where | used a few brushes and the
"Woodlands' series.



How do you know when a work is finished?

| always feel that lessis more and | had a teacher many years ago who said to me, If you think of
putting one more stroke on - don t. Just stop. Know when it s hammer time.

If you add one more stroke, you re starting a whole new painting.
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