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TOWARDS LIGHT richly redefines the way we experience the scenic beauty of British Columbia.
With each magical painting, artist Lil Chrzan informs the viewer that a landscape is not just about
clouds and trees but rather the subtle quality of light and shadow in the spaces between.This
book will captivate collectors and fans of Lil Chrzan’s work and lovers of the Canadian
landscape. Thanks to Lil you will never again look at a landscape the same way.—Vicki Smith,
ArtistLIL CHRZAN is a Canadian Landscape painter known for her masterful depictions of
golden light across luminous West Coast scenes. Viewers invited into her world experience a
sense of calm transcendence when taking in the dramatic light-filled paintings.Chrzan’s
paintings are not intended to be direct representations of nature, but rather a process of
extracting the most essential elements in a scene. Her careful brushwork and critical awareness
of humanity in relation to nature sets the scene for her own signature style and vision. These
works hum with intensity while offering the viewer contemplative calmness.This body of work
features more than eighty-five reproductions of Chrzan’s most outstanding landscape paintings
as well as an essay by Dr. Michael Thoma, School of Motion Picture Arts, Capilano University.—
Alissa Sexton, Art Consultant
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FOREWARDHaving worked with Lil’s art at The Ferry Building Gallery for almost thirty years, I
have seen the gentle but steady evolution of her painting and the transformation of her skill,
style, and mastery from emerging artist to a recognized and important painter of the Canadian
landscape.How to describe the impact of Lil’s work? There is a quality of luminescence, of light,
that seems to emanate from the canvas that combines with Lil’s reverence and passion for
nature to create an irresistible painting. One is drawn into the landscape to experience the
visceral warmth of the illumination, and to savour a connectedness to nature that they might not
normally experience. Lil’s use of shadows and light is nothing but mastery, and her palette
awakens the mood and mystery of both landscape and seascape. The gift of Lil’s brush leaves
the viewer with a newly realized gratitude for the land and its life force.Lil has a wholehearted
commitment to her painting and to the landscape, and my wish is for her to share this talent and
unique gift locally, nationally, and internationally.Ruth PayneFormer Visual Arts Coordinator,
Curator of The Ferry Building GalleryWest Vancouver, BCPaul Peel. After the Bath (1890)

IDEAS AND ILLUMINATIONMuch has been said about fate and destiny. Some believe that our
lives are an amalgam of our own choices and actions, and others believe that God or a higher
power has ultimately prewritten our stories. Regardless of what your thoughts are, I know that
somehow, chance and circumstance have brought me to this place in my life.I grew up in Toronto
as the only child of hard-working Polish immigrant parents. According to my aunt, I was the
easiest child ever to babysit as long as I had my drawing pad and pencils to entertain me. I
would draw for hours. She loved it because she would just sit me at the kitchen table and
continue with her cooking and baking. My love of art started very young. I was guided by my
imagination and my art transported me to so many places. I had no need for colouring books (in
fact, I hated them). I didn’t get the point of simply filling in the shapes.My parents had a summer
kitchen, as is custom in many cultures. One day, when I was about eleven or twelve, they
repainted the large kitchen wall white. WHITE, pure white; like, blank canvas white. The next day,
my parents went out for a few hours, leaving me to my own devices. Naturally, I decided that this
large white wall would simply not do, and I needed to paint a mural to complete the kitchen
refresh. In school, we had been learning about Eskimos. I was fascinated by their way of life, so I
painted an Eskimo family—a mother, a father, and a little girl with their igloo. It was large, and I
mean very large. I felt such pride in my creation and I thought it truly spruced up the summer
kitchen. Then my parents came home ...In later years, my dad would recount the story and say,
“I didn’t know if I should be elated or furious. It was such a great drawing, but on my new kitchen
wall?!” For many years when they repainted the summer kitchen, they painted around my mural.



Oh, how I wish we had taken a photo.I did not attend Catholic school while growing up in North
Toronto. As a result, I had to go to catechism classes on Saturday mornings in the Polish church
downtown. This was not normally how I would choose to spend a Saturday morning; however,
once I discovered that the Polish church was conveniently located within walking distance of the
Ontario Art Gallery, I quickly changed my tune. Admission for kids was free, so I loved going
there after my classes. The paintings on the walls captivated me, and I found myself revisiting
pieces over and over. Of course, I loved the Group of Seven, but I was enthralled by the Old
Masters’ paintings on the main floor.I remember being in awe of a painting of a woman wearing a
pearl necklace, and I marveled at how realistic it looked. By far, though, the painting I most
returned to was Paul Peel’s After the Bath, which was displayed in the Canadiana section. I so
admired the warm glow of that painting and the feeling of peace it filled me with.My summers
were spent camping in a place called Kaszuby near Barry’s Bay, Ontario, close to Algonquin
Park. Kaszuby was a Polish settlement and there was an open-air chapel called Our Lady of
Czestochowa Shrine. I have never quite been able to wrap my head around churches, however,
this one, surrounded by pines and overlooking Wadsworth Lake, always spoke to me. Being
outside, amongst the trees and nature, felt like this was how church was meant to be. I still
believe that to this day.Sometime during this stage in my life, I discovered the writings of Henry
David Thoreau. One day I was pouring over his book, Walden, when my mom came in my room
and asked, “Are you studying the Bible?” I smiled and said, “It’s like a Bible to me.” Thoreau put
into words how I felt about nature, the outdoors and solitude.I fell in love with British Columbia
long before I ever set foot here. My neighbour in Toronto subscribed to Beautiful British
Columbia magazine and would give me her old copies. I devoured them. The centrefolds were
meant to be posters and I hung them up all over my room. I knew once I laid eyes on the
mountains of the Kootenay Rockies or witnessed the rugged beauty of Tofino that this would one
day be my home. I first saw Horseshoe Bay, West Vancouver, in April of 1976. There I stood at
an overlook, on a glorious west coast evening watching a B.C. Ferry round the corner with a
golden light glistening off it. I remember thinking to myself, “I am never going home again.”Well, I
did go back to Toronto briefly, but in 1979 I would finally call British Columbia my home. The idea
was to buy a house with studio space. My partner, Leslie, and I met a woman who was selling
her house in none other than—you guessed it—Horseshoe Bay! It was as if this house had been
made for us. It had a double garage with a space above that would be perfect for my dream
studio. In the spring of 1991, we bought that house and have lived here for over thirty
years.Shortly after moving to Vancouver, I met a nurse named Maureen. She invited me to her
home for tea. In her living room, she had two beautifully framed watercolour paintings by an artist
named Raymond Chow. Maureen told me that one of the paintings was of an island at Whytecliff
Park. She later took me there, and it seems like such a strange coincidence that the very place
he so lovingly painted was where, years later, I now walk most mornings. I studied with Raymond
Chow, who wrote a letter of recommendation for me when I applied to the Emily Carr College of
Art and Design.Our Lady of Czestochowa Shrine, Kaszuby, OntarioPhotograph: Hans RaffeltArt



has always been my passion, but I needed a way to fund my dreams, so through various
circumstances I ended up going to nursing school. I vowed that I would never give up on my
dreams, though, so after three years of being employed at Vancouver General Hospital as a full-
time RN on the neurosurgical ward, I applied to the Emily Carr College of Art. The day I received
my acceptance letter was truly one of the happiest days of my life. I went to art school Monday to
Friday and worked as a nurse on the weekends—two twelve-hour shifts. I kept this up for over
four years. I loved every single day at art school as it challenged and invigorated me. In the
summer of 1987, I graduated with honours.After Emily Carr, shift work allowed me to devote all
my free time to painting. I daydreamed of one day becoming a full-time artist. I would often say,
“The nurse works, so the artist can paint.” People would ask me if I ever felt jaded working in the
ER and I said, “Quite the contrary, I feel a restored faith in humanity and that people are mostly
good. That’s how the world got to this place.”My partner encouraged me to take early retirement
in 2012 so I could live the ultimate dream of painting on a full-time basis. I cannot wait to get up
in the morning to paint. Someone once asked, “What if you don’t feel inspired?” I replied, “That
hasn’t happened yet.”Every morning I paint, no matter if it’s raining, if it’s cold, if it’s hot, if I’m
sick… I paint! I walk into my bright, light-filled studio, put on my favourite music and take in the
inspirational words I have posted that say, “Go confidently in the direction of your dreams. Live
the life you have imagined” (Thoreau), and “Your work is to discover your work and then with all
of your heart give yourself to it” (Buddha). I am reminded daily of my mantra. There are no
excuses when it comes to your passion. This is the life I dreamt of and I paint because I must.
Like musicians play their instruments daily or writers write daily, I paint every day.I have been an
early riser all my life. Most of the images you see are of sunrise: the breathtaking, low light; how
dramatic light is, pouring across a landscape; how it brings forth a feeling of spirituality. Light is
one of the most universal and fundamental symbols. It is a symbol of understanding and
intellectual thought. Light conquers darkness and brings order out of chaos. It encompasses all
that is pure and good. Painting is a marvelous medium for self-education and creative
expression. I am constantly in awe of Art’s unique capacity to induce and enhance moods,
improve physical health, and bring about a state of calm, hence my many donations of paintings
to local hospitals.I am deeply interested in the connections between our spiritual and
psychological beings. Surely creativity comes from this place, this visual language that implies a
feeling of oneness and of being whole.With this book I would like to invite you into my world.This
is My Church (2017)

CATCH AND RELEASE: THE PAINTINGS OF LIL CHRZANAt the first and last light of day, in the
early morning and late afternoon, there are a few moments when the light lingers on the horizon
in what might be described as an incandescent glow suspended between the earth and sky. The
fleeting light may be captured by the clouds, a golden filament held along their periphery,
reflected off the mirrored surfaces of ocean and lakes, or in the play of light amongst the trees
and long grass. You may even find it captured by the pebbles on the beach and the rock faces,



as if they too had captured the light and come to life. For those few moments of stillness, the
turbulence of the world is held at bay and the promise of life asserts itself. This is not the pale
winter light that is reluctantly given, then weakly taken away. This is the exuberance of spring
and autumn, when the seasons of change are revealed in their boldest light, and yet, in these
particular moments of the day, also their most fleeting. This is the domain of Lil Chrzan and her
work, where she, too, captures the light, only to release it once again through her paintings.A
Bright Golden Haze (2013)Chrzan’s work begins early each day in her studio in Horseshoe Bay:
a contained loft space with a peaked roof and a plank-wood and paint-spattered floor, filled with
the jumble of works in progress, canvases leaning on the walls, sketches and photographs
pinned above them, and wire-mesh drawers spilling with tubes of oil paint. The entire space is
permeated with the pungent smell of turpentine. The studio is in a separate building behind her
home, looking out on the bustling community and crowded marina nestled next to the ocean and
beneath a dramatic corridor of steep-sided mountains. Having grown up in Toronto, she was
immediately taken with this location on her arrival in Vancouver. She still possesses the first
photograph she took of the Bay, never dreaming that she would one day live here, as she has for
the past two decades.She had always been drawn to nature and takes full advantage of the
wildness found on the West Coast through hiking and camping trips. As a teenager, she read the
works of Henry David Thoreau, an early inspiration for the freedom found in nature. In fact, she
was so inspired by Thoreau’s writing that she hand-sewed the initials “H. D. T.” on her clothes, a
secret talisman of a way of life she hoped to find. At least, it was a secret until a friend noticed
the initials and thought it read “H. O. T.” Lil pursued a career as a nurse and then, after moving to
the West Coast, enrolled in the Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design in the 1980s, graduating
with honours. Her influences would now extend to the Luminists, the American landscape artists
from the same period as Thoreau, the mid-to-late 1800s. Like the French Impressionists, the
Luminists concerned themselves with the effects of light, although their brushwork tended to be
less emphatic and more subtle. Indeed, the emphasis would be less on effect and more on
tranquility, those moments of calm within nature, offering reflection in both its external form and
its inner spirituality. She would also find inspiration in the work of Mark Tobey and Morris Graves,
both of whom worked in Abstract Expressionism, their artistic pursuits distinguished by the
influence of Asian philosophy and mysticism.The abstract and Expressionist components are
not a stylistic component in Lil’s landscape work, although the mystical or transcendental
aspects are certainly addressed as external form through luminescence, colour, and the
carefully composed compositions of shadow and reflection. A suggestion of inner reflection also
appears in the titles that she gives her paintings. The titles come to her during the work, as if the
painting had named itself, sometimes as matter of fact (Late October, A Bright Golden Haze, Fall
Evening on the Chuckanut) and sometimes poetic (The Lake had a Cloud in her Lap, As if the
World held its Breath, Did You Whisper My Name?) Here we find the influence of Thoreau has
returned once more in all his intuitive wisdom, merging inner and outer reflection with the forms
of nature.Over the years, Lil has endeavoured to develop not only her technique, but the process



of the work itself. She paints every day and usually works on three paintings at a time, each in a
different stage of development. Each work begins with an experience of the moment in nature,
sometimes captured in a photographic likeness, sometimes rendered as a sketch. Photographs
are cropped, sketches adjusted, and sometimes both photograph and sketch are merged into a
single study. The next stage will involve the mixing of paint in order to address the problems of
color and tone, sometimes applied directly to the study in progress. During an earlier period of
work, she focused exclusively on still life painting in order to develop the technical dimension of
the mixing of colors so crucial to bringing out the impact of light. Once satisfied, the work of
painting actually begins, where oil paint is applied to canvas, and the study is realized in its final
form. However, the technical work will continue even after the painting is completed. The final
phase is one of glazing (an important step when working in oils) a process that is not unlike that
found in stained glass, whereby the light is not contained but released through the colours,
adding further complexity and finalizing the texture of the surface.The West Coast landscape
may be familiar to many of us, and yet Lil Chrzan’s paintings are distinguished by a certain clarity
of purpose that is revealed through the content, composition, and luminescence of her work. It is
not simply a matter of capturing of the light on the horizon, but it is the release of that light, a
movement of bringing forward within those moments of stillness, where the light is brought to
you.Dr. Michael Thoma, Faculty, School of Motion Picture ArtsCapilano University
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