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Kensington Light by Robert Strickland

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on September 13, 2021.

“Many stories to tell,” mused Robert Strickland. Working
with well-respected American realist painters enabled him to
hone his artistic expression as an observer and storyteller of
the urban landscape. He likes painting everyday people like
the ones in Kensington Light. In his portraits, Strickland
wants to know the people and for viewers to know them too.
As he has matured as an artist, he found he wanted to know
why he was painting the people he did, he wanted content and
context.

There is so much more to a painting than the surface.
Strickland feels that each image is a question, not a statement.
He connects writing and painting as forms of communication
that open a conversation. The conversation (a series of
questions viewers can ask the art and answer through their
own intelligence) represents engaging or digging below the
surface of a painting. Even with the artist not present, the
questions a viewer asks of a painting can always produce a
deeper understanding of the artwork, the artist, and their
perceptions of life. There is a purpose to everything a painter
includes in a painting: Posture, facial expressions, clothing,
the setting, even what is missing—all say something about
the person in the picture that adds up to their story—or at least
a piece of it.

Born in Canada in 1988, Strickland was not introduced to
much art as a child. His parents had medical and engineering
backgrounds, so it was not until a friend enrolled in an
animation school that Strickland began to think about his
creative side. He considers himself a late bloomer starting his
art career at age 24. He took art classes and embarked on a
different route from the rest of his family. He consumed
books on the history of art with a lot of psychology and
philosophy on the side. He knew he needed a command of the
skills but was not interested in the academic approach.
Obtaining a Chalmers Professional Development Grant,
Strickland left Sheridan College to study with a number of
artists in the United States and abroad. He learned techniques
of drawing and painting, color, shape, shading from illus-
trators as well as fine artists, all while building his own
approach to painting.

Strickland feels that his art is caught in between traditional
and contemporary art. His art is not traditional enough for
traditional galleries and not contemporary enough for the
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contemporary galleries. Strickland uses the lens of architec-
ture, technology, fashion, and people to capture the here and
now of American impressions. He writes, “social dynamics
are rapidly changing and our identities continually evolving.
My work documents moments in time, snapshots of our
society, each sparking conversations surrounding multiple
identities that co-exist in the twenty-first century.” Through
his paintings he gives insight into other people, connecting
viewers to wider concepts of virtue, beauty, appreciation, and
acceptance. His art “breathes new life into the representa-
tional art genre, not as an archaic style, but rather one that has
a distinguished voice in today’s contemporary world.”

The Kensington area in Toronto is a destination for tourists
and many residents. In fine weather there is an outdoor
market as well as indoor shops that offer artisanal and staple
foods, clothing, art, and many other items from around the
world. Toronto is a very diverse city—the Market is uniquely
diverse. Strickland lives nearby and often goes to this
bohemian neighborhood to shop. Kensington Light is differ-
ent subject matter for this artist who prefers painting portraits.
The Market can be seen in the distance as customers or
shopkeepers return home on a cold day. Vestiges of snow
linger most of the winter in this Canadian city. People are out
and about regardless of the temperature. The deep blue of the
sky reflects in the snow on the street. The graffiti captures the
atmosphere of the area. The old Victorian-style buildings
have been repurposed for today as homes for students and
families.

The late Kate Hays, former Art Co-Editor, also lived near
Kensington Market. She made the original contact with Robert
Strickland, and this would have been her last essay for the
American Psychologist. Kate wrote her first essay as a guest
editor in December 2004. Kensington Market would have
provided a bookend to her years as the Art Co-Editor since her
first image and essay was A. J. Casson’s House Tops in the
Ward. Overlapping the footprint of Kensington Market, the
Ward was an overcrowded immigrant—reception area during
the early twentieth century, populated by eastern European
Jewish immigrants and Italians. From it is the beginning in the
1800s, the market has sold imported items from many of the
immigrants’ home countries. Kate loved the Market.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Editor
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