DEVONA PAQUETTE: A BOLD APPROACH

Imagine the landscape of an artist’s work table: crowded with tubes of paint toppling over
each other, their half-depleted contents quietly dripping; an orange marmalade jar whose
original purpose has been long forgotten, now stuffed full of paint brushes among other
odds and ends; an open pack of cigarettes, its scent wafting; and a tall, gold-rimmed glass
containing ice cubes submerged in rum and Coke.
Self-Portrait (c.1990s) captures Devona Paquette’s favourite accessories to her artistic
practice. Although she does not depict her own image, she paints herself into the work
through the accompanying everyday objects.
Devona Paquette (1930—1993) was born in Woodstock, Ontario. An active community
member, she was a well-known watercolour artist who showed her work with great success
both regionally and nationally. She routinely instructed art courses, enrolled in classes
herself, delivered lectures, and travelled throughout Europe and beyond in order to
expand her artistic practice. Forever in the pursuit of artistic advancement, Paquette was
a lifelong learner who experimented with all kinds of media “before [she] got hooked on
watercolour” (Sentinel-Review, 1978). She discovered what would become her lifelong
passion at the age of 13, when she was bedridden for 18 months with rheumatic fever.
She recalled: “All I could do was sketch and draw. So I fell in love with it” (Sentinel-Review,
1978). Recognized for her talent early on, Paquette became a beloved artist in Ayr, Ontario,
where she lived for most of her adult life.

1

The selected works in this
retrospective exhibition illustrate
Paquette’s signature vibrancy
and rhythm, characteristics not
always associated with water
colour. Her lively personality was
particularly evident when, in a
1976 interview, she stated: “A
lot of water colors are gentle and
timid… I like a bold approach”
(The Expositor). And bold she
was. Many of her works show a
confident application of paint.
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While this can certainly be
seen in Self-Portrait, it is also
discernible in Salad Splash (1988). Paquette expertly brushes on varying hues of blush,
crimson, and gold to form enticingly crisp apples that might have tumbled onto the
tablecloth only moments ago. Dusty purple shadows in just the right place create a sense
of depth, as do the folds in the linen.
Despite her success, it took some time for Paquette to dedicate herself solely to her
artistic practice. By the mid 1950s, Paquette had graduated with honours from the Ontario
College of Art (Toronto) in General Design. In these early years, she experimented with
various techniques and mediums. Such exploration can be seen in works like Abstract Trees
(c.1955), Portrait of Dollene (c.1956), or the life drawings in her sketchbook. During her
time at school, Paquette also met her husband, Philip McLorn (married 1957), who shared
a similar passion for watercolour and was an artist himself. Paquette kept her maiden name
for professional purposes, and this decision also speaks to her independent spirit.
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After graduating, she worked as a property designer for the Stratford Festival in Stratford,
Ontario. Working under Tanya Moiseiwitsch and Brian Jackson, she designed costumes
such as the sketch-ups displayed in this exhibition. She also worked as a graphic designer
in Toronto. At this time, she was very successful, working mostly in commercial designs.
Her portfolio includes numerous compositions made for various company advertisements.
By 1961, she became the art director for the sales promotion department at the Toronto
Telegram.
Fine arts had always been a part of Paquette’s life, but in 1962, when she and her husband
moved to Kitchener, she began her full-time career as a freelance artist and instructor. She
had found her calling. Annual trips throughout Europe began around this time, starting in
the mid 1960s and continuing into the 1980s. Her painting excursions took her to various
locations in Europe and beyond, including Greece, England, France, Switzerland, and Italy.
Paquette went on these excursions with the same group of artists every year. From her Italy
trip, she produced The Embrace (1991). This tender moment points to her interest in life
drawing (or drawings from live models), which continued throughout her career.
In 1974, Paquette and her husband moved to Ayr, Ontario, where they bought an 1840
Ontario Regency Cottage. Depicted in Creek Cottage, Ayr, ON, (c.1980s), as it was better
known, this was where she
raised her three children,
and it is the home that truly
captures her lifestyle and her
essence. The old carriage barn
was converted into studio
space, where exhibitions and
art lessons were carried out.
By the early 1970s, she had
exhibited with frequency and
was recognized as a successful
professional artist.
6

7

8

Paquette received numerous commissions
from various individuals and, notably, from
the Toronto Airport Marriott Hotel. One
original painting from this commission of 24
large works is featured in the exhibition: Bird’s
Nest (1985). This request was a very important
and well-paying one for Paquette. A limited
edition of 150 prints were made to hang
in the hotel’s concierge suites. According
to a 1986 feature in Exchange, Paquette
“had to learn to wield a set of much larger
brushes, the largest being a three-inch-wide
flat brush which looks as if it should be used
to paint houses.” As these commissioned
works suggest, Paquette was known for her
striking floral and still-life compositions. In
1982, Paquette’s paintings were featured on
the covers of Waterloo Region magazine for
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their spring, summer, fall, and winter issues.
The spring cover is based on her original
watercolour, Spring Flower Song (1982). She also received several awards, among them
Oakville Art Gallery, Best of Show & Best Watercolour; Goderich Society of Artists, Open
Show Winner; Jack Reid School, Best of Show, Rockwood; COAA Juried Show, Silver Medal
Winner, Guelph. By this point in her career, Paquette’s many accomplishments had helped
to establish her as a regionally renowned artist.
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Perhaps best known for her watercolours of rural Ontario, Paquette tried to capture this
scenery on paper before it completely disappeared. She often painted quaint little towns
with the kind of stores that seem to be closed more often than open, or else the crumbling
shell of a neglected countryside barn. In a 1992 interview, she stated: “I like the buildings
that way, old and dilapidated. I want people in the next generation to know what they
looked like before they’re gone” (The Expositor). In Old Barn (Diptych) (1985), Paquette’s
eye for finding beauty among ruins is apparent. In one panel, barn boards are full of gaps,
separated from the effects of weather over the years, while wind blows through broken
window panes and rust patches gnaw at the tin roof. In the second panel, overgrown vines
tumble down the side of the aging barn. Despite all this, the diptych is cheery. A warm
sense of appreciation emanates from the work.
Devona Paquette remains an important figure to the local and regional community. She
dedicated her artistic practice to preserving a way of life dear to people in southwestern
rural Ontario. Although she painted herself into an array of cluttered objects in Self-Portrait,
she was much more than what those objects can ever represent. Her artistry lives on in
the countryside barns so many of us have seen on long, back-road drives; we stared out
windows, our heads uncomfortably pressed against the glass, unaware that what we were
looking at was Paquette’s legacy.
Carling Spinney
Curatorial and Collections Assistant
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