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1/3 Artist Nancy Wardle celebrates the people who shape Niagara's rich agricultural heritage in her new exhibit, FACE IT!
Portraits of the Harvest, now on display at the Niagara Pumphouse through the end of the month. | Sarah Sawchuk
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When Nancy Wardle puts paintbrush to canvas, it’s the intricacy of the human face that

she loves the most. Every wrinkle, every laugh line, every smile tells a story.
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“People all have different expressions; we're made of all different colours, and we are

unique,” Wardle explained.

Much of her portrait work is done with a photograph as a reference, and Wardle’s job is
to interpret it, exaggerate it or sometimes soften or strengthen areas until a portrait

comes to life and she says it feels like it’s alive.

“I'look for contrast and expressions. I zoom in. I change the composition. I change
colours. I change shirts from being a purple shirt to a plaid shirt. I take signs out, and I
build many layers of paint, using oils for some and acrylics for other portraits,” Wardle
said.

“Every brushstroke is an attempt to capture character rather than simply copy a
photograph.”

The Niagara-on-the-Lake artist unveiled her latest exhibit, FACE IT! Portraits of the
Harvest, on display in the Joyner Gallery at the Niagara Pumphouse, during a reception
held Sunday, Aug. 9.
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Nancy Wardle speaks with Bill Redelmeler, a grape grower at Southbrook Organic Vineyards, in

front of the portrait she created of him, on display this month in her new exhibit at the Niagara

Pumphouse Arts Centre. Sarah Sawcuk

For Wardle, it felt like a homecoming of sorts as her first exhibit was on display there in
2023. This time, Wardle wanted her portrait series to celebrate the people whose work

shapes Niagara’s rich agricultural heritage.

“We admire the farms and the orchards and vineyards, but we don’t always stop to
think about the people whose hands make all that possible,” she said.

“And I wanted to make those people visible. So that included not only the winemalkers,
but the vineyard workers, the growers and the craftspeople whose hands shape the

harvests we all enjoy.”
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Wardle thanked Jill Troyer, author of The Winemaker’s Gamble, who helped her find

portrait subjects.

“She generously introduced me to growers and workers throughout the area and

believed in this project right from the beginning,” Wardle said.

Although the people featured in the exhibit come from different farms, vineyards and
wineries, Wardle said she noticed they share something in common.

“There was a quiet strength, resilience and pride. They look joyous, and every face tells
a different story,” Wardle said.

“Because these people trusted me to capture their likeness and let me paint them, I owe

you a massive thank you.”

Wardle said many of the people featured in her exhibit start their days long before the
sun comes up, and their work carries them through biting cold winters, pruning and

the incredible intensity of the harvest.

“I'm incredibly honoured to be sharing these portraits with everyone today. These
portraits are my small way of saying that your work matters. Your resilience matters.
Your stories should be seen,” Wardle said.

“So, thank you for your vital work, your connection to the community, your connection

to the land, and for inspiring this collection.”

Wardle said she hopes her solo exhibition will inspire people to look a little differently

at the people behind what is harvested in Niagara.

“Every bottle of wine, beer or cider, every basket of peaches, every bunch of grapes
and every great vegetable begins with someone whose work often goes unnoticed,” she

said.

“And if these paintings encourage us to see those people a little more clearly, then I
have accomplished what I hoped for.”

Up next for Wardle in her creative journey is a six-week artist residency on Fogo Island
in Newfoundland beginning Sept. 1. During the residency, the artist will paint portraits
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of the people who live on the island.

FACE IT! Portraits of the Harvest will remain on display at the Niagara Pumphouse
until Aug. 29. For more information about Wardle’s work, visit her website.

Admission to the exhibition is free. The Niagara Pumphouse Arts Centre is located at
247 Ricardo St. in NOTL.
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