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Nancy Wardle’s portraits feature the people most wine lovers never see, Jill Troyer writes.
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Opinion | New exhibit spotlights
faces behind Niagara’s grape
harvest
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Niagara-on-the-Lake artist Nancy Wardle with some of the portraits that will be in her new exhibit.

Don Reynolds

By Jill Troyer, contributing columnist

Joy radiates from the portraits hanging in Nancy Wardle’s small studio. Her own

face lights up as she looks at them.

Wardle has painted portraits of some of the faces most people never see. Faces of

the people behind the vineyards and orchards and wine cellars. The portraits will be

on exhibit at The Pumphouse in Niagara-on-the-Lake until Aug. 29.

“So many people come to this area for the vineyards, for the produce. But does

everybody think about who brings this to life? Who are the faces behind the

harvest?” she asked herself.

“When I thought about doing this exhibition, a year and a half ago, this is not what

I thought it was going to look like. I imagined it was going to be more of the people

in the farms, out on the property, pruning trees and tying the vines.”

Wardle paints from photo references.

She soon discovered it wasn’t as easy as she’d thought to approach farms and

wineries to introduce herself and ask for photos. The people she needed to connect

with are very busy, doing what they do.

In a moment of serendipity, Wardle was at a book event at the NOTL Library last

fall. I was speaking about the wine industry, and my new book, “The Winemaker’s

Gamble.” She reasoned I might be able to help and reached out to me.

Over a coffee at Sips and Swirls, a spark of inspiration struck us. Nancy needed

photos; we had photos. My husband, photographer Don Reynolds and I have

partnered for years doing stories grounded in the vineyards and wineries of Niagara

for local newspapers. Don has a deep archive of photos and we were more than

happy to share them. Nancy came to see them all, and chose the ones she wanted to

work with.

“When I saw the expressive photos that you guys showed me, that changed the

whole direction for me, “ she explains. “This whole exhibition, they all have joy in

their faces. I love it, and it was so fun.

“A photo is a moment in time. Whereas I, as a painter, I can look at the photo, and I

can look at the expression in the mouth or the eyes or the way that they’re standing,

and I can create a story.”
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Wardle looks around her studio at the portraits that fill the walls, her gaze shifting

from face to face with evident affection. She hasn’t met most of the people she has

painted, but she speaks of them with authentic fondness.

“My easel is usually here, OK, and so as I work, I stick a nail in the wall and put the

paintings up. Sam was one that I did early on, and he was on the wall in front of

me. I would look through my easel, and there he’d be smiling, and cheering me on.

This is Obama, and he was another joyful face. And of course David and Donna,”

she goes on, gesturing to the paintings.

She moves on to her painting of the late Paul Bosc Sr.

“That photo was of him standing in a vineyard in France. I just feel that the colours

tell you that that’s where he was. He looks like he’s an old-world soul. I wanted to

try something different, so I did a full figure painting of him. I fell in love with him

as well. Well, I fell in love with all of them,” she says with a smile.

“Then there’s Peter and Ann. You know, I don’t know them, but I know that they

care for each other. They love what they do, and so that’s the feeling that I was

getting from that photo. Sometimes I would tear up.”

“And Jakub, I love his face. He’s just a different character, with a twinkle in his eye.

I did enjoy getting his eyes and his smile.”

The list goes on.

“I like Bill. I really love his eyes. I love Augusta, her smile and eyes are quite

wonderful. I love that one of Lydia,” she adds, as her eyes wander over the faces.

“I put on my smock and spend hours and hours out here. It was really a labour of

love and just a pleasure to do.”

There is an opening reception Sunday, Aug.9 from 2-4 p.m. The public is welcome,

and Wardle hopes that many of her subjects will attend, so she can meet them in

person.

niagarapumphouse.ca/exhibitions/face-it-portraits-of-the-harvest-aug-04-2026

Watch for my next column: What happens when 23 wine nerds do a blind tasting of

France’s most prestigious Champagnes with Niagara’s finest sparklers interspersed?

Stand by for the big reveal.

Jill Troyer is an award-winning journalist, wine writer and author of “The

Winemaker’s Gamble.” She lives in the heart of Niagara wine country.

Opinion articles are based on the author’s interpretations and judgments of facts, data and events. More details
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