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The first time I saw a watercolor by 
Ona Kingdon was just a few months 
ago,  when she posted a photo of her  
portrait Interes-Ted on Facebook.  
Given that Ona began painting  
profesionally just a few years ago, in 
2009, I’m not surprised that I wasn’t 
familiar with her work. But I began  
following her posts on Facebook which 
quickly led me to her blog. Her work 
is filled with gorgeous light, original 
subjects, and a mastery of technique. It 
didn’t take me long to approach her for 
an interview. 

 
I’d like to start off with general life  
questions: where were you born, where 
did you study, where are your roots?

I was born, grew up and went to school 
in England. I went onto university to 
train to be a teacher of the deaf. I got 
married and had two wonderful chil-
dren. We all moved to Canada at the 
end of 2005.

Having a career as a teacher of the 
deaf, getting married and raising a 
family and then moving to Canada 

took up my life. I didn’t begin painting  
seriously until 2009 when I stopped 
working. My years of working with 
deaf children however helped me to  
develop a strong understanding of 
how feelings, emotions and knowledge 
can be communicated visually. When 
I began drawing and painting again I  
decided to use this experience and to 
paint, in essence, the emotions of life.

What are your goals as you paint?

I use almost exclusively transparent 
watercolour to build shape, form and 
create atmosphere in my paintings. 
I do paint realistically but I am not  
concerned about achieving photo  
realism. 

My main goal is to  capture a feeling or 
emotion as I paint. This is what I have 
in mind rather than rendering all the 
detail of the texture of an object or of 
a person exactly as it really is. For this 
reason, I do accentuate or change  
certain aspects of my subject as I paint. 
I might make hair more wispy if it is  
being blown by the wind to capture 

Interes-Ted
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that feeling but equally I might reduce 
the detail if it doesn’t help to convey 
my message.

Colour palette is also very important 
to me in helping to create the ‘soul’ in 
a painting. I enjoy the subtleties of  
glazing to build shape and form and 
develop the colours I feel best convey 
the atmosphere I am after. 

Every colour and combination of 
colours expresses emotion; the strong 
vibrant reds have power and energy, 
the blues are more calming. A palette 
of complimentary colours creates  
excitement, drama, a more modern 
contemporary feel and an element 
of fun in a painting. In contrast an  
analogous colour palette creates a  
loving, calming, inviting and classical 
sensation. 

I also like to play with elments of warm 
and cool colors within a painting as a 
way to accentuate the message I want 
to convey.

I paint or am planning a painting  
almost every day. I often get asked, 
‘How long does it take to paint a  
picture?’ I glaze, which isn’t a quick 
process, but a painting doesn’t  
begin when that magical first dab 
of paint touches the paper. There is 
almost as much time spent in the  
planning as there is in the actual  
painting stage. 

I explore the composition for a long 
time, playing around with different 
ideas. I tend to work from multiple 
photographs and some element of 
imagination for each painting so this 
initial stage is very crucial in order to 
create a composition that will work. 

I will also play around with colour  
palettes for the painting although I 
never do actual studies on paper. I 
paint the picture in my head  so when 
I begin putting paint on the paper I 
usually have a very clear idea of what I 
want the finished painting to look like. 
I use individual references as I paint 
for the details but a lot of the time I am 
just using the picture in my head.
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Would you share the steps that led you to create  your award 
winning watercolor Baby on Board?

When my son was a young baby, we went to Switzerland 
on holiday and he was fascinated by a large chess set that 
was situated across the street from our hotel.  His favourite 
game was to crawl around and  knock over the chess pieces. 
I thought this would be a fun idea to play with in a painting. 

I was fascinated by this Thomas Huxely quote: “The chess 
board is the world, the pieces are the phenomena of the  
universe, the rules of the game are what we call the laws of 
Nature.” 

Life is full of beaurocracy, rules to obide by and regulations 
that stipulate what is the correct way for us to proceed, but 
the unexpected sometimes happens, whether this be man 
made or natural, and life is all about dealing with these  
unexpected twists and turns as well as following the norm.

In my outline I  decided to use the image of Alexander 
knocking over the chess piece from my reference photo but 
instead of the usual sized chess pieces I decided to make 
each piece enormous and have the chess board stretching 
off into the distance.

As you can see in the first photo of my work in progress, the 
actual chess pieces I am using are only small ones. So I had 
to take a little liberty with perspective in my drawing.

So why the big pieces? A baby is so small in the world and 
yet,  it has such a huge impact on the lives of the whole 
family. You can plan so much but the unexpected often 
happens. So, in my outline, all the chess pieces (the family 
members), have followed the rules of life (the game rules) 
and positioned themselves ready to reach their ultimate 
goal(to check mate the opposing king)  but the small baby 
just comes along and knocks him over.

It is always a challenge to create the atmosphere of a  
painting, to put on paper what is inside your soul, to  
convey your vision. I didn’t want to use the standard black 
and white, good versus bad version of chess, but instead 
to inject some subtle colour into the painting, to give it a 
surreal mood.  I decided to create a suggestion of sky in 
the background with a break in the clouds lighting up the  
distant castled king. I also wanted another pool of light 
around the baby and the fallen king. It took many, many 
layers of glazing but I’m pretty pleased with the effect.

Now to bringing the characters in the painting to life.

I felt that gold and pewter/silver pieces would add more 
atmosphere than  traditional black and white would have 
done.  I averaged a chess piece a day. Glazing is never a quick  
process but I love how the shape and form develop as I  add 
each subsequent layer. 

I enjoyed creating the strong lighting. At this point, I still 
needed to add a couple more layers to get the depth and 
colour of each shadow on the floor. I developed these  
further while working on the other pieces.
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I have now completed all but my centre of interest (the baby 
and the fallen king).

In the traditional chess game black and white are used for 
the chess pieces but I wanted more colour in this painting. I 
did want to keep to the idea of opposites so chose my colour 
palette accordingly using mostly the compliments of golden 
yellows and purply/ browny greys. 

Painting, for me, is all about  having fun as well as providing 
opportunities to engage the viewer while conveying a  
message. 

I had a bit of fun in the background castling the king, quite 
literally. Castling the  king just added to the childhood  
fantasy feeling that I wanted to convey.

Here is a close-up.

I really looked forward to the next part, punching the  
values on the king and injecting some fun additional colour 
into the baby.  

I wanted to keep the chess pieces and board quite 
mystical in this surreal world, so I kept them  
deliberately in ‘soft focus’. In contrast the baby is very much 
‘in focus’ because, to me, he represents real life with all its 
unexpected twists and turns. I also chose to add another 
colour for the babies arms to help draw attention to his  
action of knocking over the king.

Baby on Board
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Comfor-Ted was inspired from 
the quote  “Mothers bring 
the arms of comfort to an  
insecure child in a world of  
uncertainty” by Reed Markham. 

This painting is part of my 
new –Ted series of paintings in 
which I take words ending in 
–Ted as a starting point. 

It is simple in design but  
hopefully one that many can 
connect with in some way,  
either as a mother or as a 
child.  

I kept to an analogous colour 
palette to help accentuate that 
feeling of calmness and love.

The idea for Time Warp be-
gan with a photo of my son  
Alexander, aged 16, winking. 
I wanted to capture his fun  
loving personality in a  
painting. 

I collected other photos of 
him at various stages of his 
childhood and then created a 
spiralling droste effect clock 
in which I could put Alex in a 
time warp back through his 
childhood. 

I wanted to create a slight-
ly surreal feel with Alex  
becoming more and more part 
of the clock as we travelled 
back through time, sort of  
symbolic of the way our  
memories merge into one  
another and become less clear 
the longer ago it was. 

In contrast  I wanted the most 
recent Alex to be the most  
realistic and appear to be  
almost coming out of the 
page. 

Time Warp
23 x 32

Comfor-Ted
16 x 21
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I also like art that encourages thought. 

The idea for my painting Identity  
began when I saw a white mask in 
an art shop. I love how the mask is  
molded to look like a face and yet it is 
only plastic, with no emotion. It is so 
alien, in a way, to what I love so much 
about painting people. 

It got me thinking, so much so that I 
went back into that store and bought 
one of those masks.

I began to think about the idea of self 
analysis. Self analysis or assessment 
is, in essence, a process by which you 
find out about yourself -- what you 
like, what you don’t like, and how you 
tend to react to certain situations, what  
influences you to think and behave the 
way you do. 

I wanted to play with this ‘mask’ idea, 
what is the mask and what is the real 
you? Is the real you the mask? What 
is left when you take off the mask of  
outward appearance? What image do 
you portray to others? Are you so used 
to depicting an image of who you think 
people want you to be that you have 
lost the essence of your true self? Do 
you have difficulty looking at yourself?

It’s so good to just suspend disbelief 
on occasions and let creativity flow 
onto the paper. So instead of a person 
looking at the mask I thought why not 
have the mask looking at the person… 
but which is the mask and which is the 
person?

Which artists and art movements  
inspire you?

There isn’t one particular artist or 
movement that inspires me. I love to 
be able to get up close to paintings in 
exhibitions and look at how each artist 
has achieved certain effects. 

This inspires me to experiment and 
find my own way of achieving a similar 
effect. I also love learning about and 
exploring artists who are no longer 
with us. I think we can learn a lot from 
looking at artists who work in many  
different styles and different mediums. 

It doesn’t mean to say we have to copy 
them or change our own style but  
rather take from each artist or art  
movement what appeals to us and then 
develop the idea in our own way.

How do you define success?

Although receiving awards is  
awesome what I love most is being 
able to connect in some way to the 
viewer. That, for me, is the real key to 
success. 

No painting will ever be perfect. 
There will always be elements that, on  
reflection, I would do differently; but 
I measure my success in the finished 
painting’s ability to connect to an  
‘audience.’  It doesn’t have to be an ‘I 
love‘ connection either, but something 
that evokes an emotional response.
 

Do you take time to get involved with 
art organizations?

I am on the executive committee 
and am the show chair for my local  
watercolour society. I also manage 
their blog and Facebook page. 

I am an elected member of the  
Canadian Society of Painters in  
Watercolour and a signature mem-
ber of the Pennsylvania Watercolour  
Society and the Northwest Watercolor 
Society.

Interview with Ona Kingdon
by Charlene Collins Freeman

Editor, Hot Press

Ona has been juried into numerous 
exhibits and won presitgious awards 
including the 2012 John Singer Sar-
gent Award from the Transparent  
Watercolor Society of America  
Exhibition. She was juried into the  
NWWS 72nd International Exhibition, 
earning her signature status for the 
Northwest Watercolor Society in 2012.

Ona will be featured in the 2012 Water-
color Artist Magazine ‘One’s to Watch 
feature.’ Congratulations Ona!

To learn more about Ona and follow 
her artistic path please visit:

Website: www.onak.ca 
Blog: emotiveexpressions.blogspot.ca

Identity
13.5 x 20


