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Opinion | Not even the greatest art
lasts forever. See these 10 hidden
masterpieces in Toronto while you
can

6 min read

The Princess of Wales Theatre has art by Frank Stella throughout the theatre.

R.J. Johnston Toronto Star

By Tatum Dooley Contributor
Tatum Dooley is a writer and curator in Toronto and the founder of the Art Forecast newsletter. 

There are things in life that we mistakenly assume are permanent, like art and
architecture. It’s understandable. Artworks and the places that house them can
seem so steadfast it’s easy to take them for granted. But that’s a mistake. The
truth is nothing is permanent. Everything is ephemeral.

That’s part of what makes the recent fire at St. Anne’s church so devastating;
we assumed it would be there forever. The fire, which broke out on the
morning of June 9th, gutted a unique neo-Byzantine treasure, modeled after
the Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, and destroyed an irreplaceable set of Group of
Seven murals, by, J.E.H. MacDonald, Frank Carmichael and Frederick H.
Varley. To look at them, you had to look up and rotate — a physical
manifestation of awe.

In posts about the fire online, I saw a trend. People had walked by the church
often and wanted to enter, but they never did. They felt a pang of loss for
something not just gone, but also never seen. I felt similarly — I grew up in
Toronto and have been an art writer for more than a decade, and I never
walked through the doors of St. Anne’s.

Tragedy can alert us to the impermanent nature of life and the necessity of
experiencing things while we can. It can be a prompt and an excuse, to go
inside instead of simply walking by.

In Toronto, art is everywhere, often in surprising places with beautiful
backstories and rich histories. Below is a list of some of the greatest hidden art
treasures in the city. Let the St. Anne’s fire be your excuse to see them now,
while you can. They may feel permanent, but as the St. Anne's fire showed us,
nothing truly is. Construction happens, buildings sell, and sometimes, as at St.
Anne's, the unthinkable occurs.

J.E.H. MacDonald at EY Tower

Location: 100 Adelaide St. W.

We’re lucky enough to have a few
locations in the city that feature
work by the Group of Seven. One
such place is the EY Tower
(formerly the Concourse Building)
at 100 Adelaide Street West. While
the updated tower is sleek and
minimal, the Art Deco entranceway
remains embedded with a colourful
mosaic created by J.E.H.
MacDonald in 1928. The mosaic
includes Canadian wildlife—classic Group of Seven tropes—along with nods to
the industrial trades.

Michael Snow at 401 Richmond

Location: 401 Richmond St. W.

401 Richmond is filled to the brim with art from its current and past residents
and various pieces from well-known Canadian artists. Venture to the third
floor to find a poster of Michael Snow’s famous Women Walking series in
highly pigmented blue and pink vinyl. On your way, you might spot other well-
known works by the likes of Winnie Truong or John Brown.

Frank Stella at the Princess of Wales Theatre

Location: 300 King St. W.

The Princess of Wales Theatre
features art by Frank Stella, an
American minimalist famous for
his geometric abstractions, on both
the interior and the exterior,
including a slightly faded mural on
the back of the building facing
Pearl Street. Inside, Stella’s vibrant
abstractions, based on the 1980
book The Dictionary of Imaginary
Places by Argentine-Canadian
writer Alberto Manguel and Italian historian Gianni Guadalup, dance through
the lobby. The rest of the theatre, including the dome, is adorned with Stella’s
Moby Dick series, which he worked on from 1986 to 1997.

Richard Serra at Toronto Pearson International Airport, Terminal 1

Location: 6301 Silver Dart Dr., Mississauga

I always look forward to flights that
depart from Pearson’s Terminal 1
for a chance to visit the impressive
Richard Serra (the eminent
postmodern sculptor known for
site-specific works) housed within.
“Tilted Spheres” is one of Serra’s
instantly recognizable steel
sculptures; it warps the feeling of
space when you walk through. The
work emphasizes our relationship
with the environment and landscape — an apt reminder before you take flight.
I always do a couple of loops before heading to my gate.

Denyse Thomasos at Toronto-Dominion Centre

Location: 66 Wellington St. W.

The last painting the Trinidadian-
Canadian artist Denyse Thomasos
made before her untimely death in
2012 hangs in the lobby of the Toronto-
Dominion Centre. Thomasos’s
instantly recognizable abstractions of
floating cities were recently shown in a
career retrospective at the Art Gallery
of Ontario, Toronto and Remai
Modern, Saskatoon. You can peek
through the courtyard window or head
inside during the day for a closer look.
In the same lobby is a five-panel work
by Susanna Heller. The scale scale and
gestural abstractions of both paintings
echo the city outside the lobby’s doors.
The building, designed by Ludwig Mies
van der Rohe, is an art piece unto itself.

Shannon Bool at Park Hyatt Toronto

Location: 4 Avenue Rd.

A large tapestry by Shannon Bool, a Canadian artist who lives in Berlin and
has shown and been collected internationally, greets visitors to the Park Hyatt
in Toronto. “Dead Ringers” creatively depicts fashion mannequins amongst
brutalist structures in Toronto, such as the Industrial Alliance Building, the
former Etobicoke Education Center, The Central Tech School Arts Center, and
The University of Toronto’s Scarborough Campus. The tableau is brought
together through intricate threads, an apt metaphor for how Bool weaves
consumerism within a stark landscape.

James Turell at Bay & Adelaide Centre

Location: Bay Adelaide Centre, 333 Bay St.
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An interesting trick takes place
with James Turrell’s iconic light
installation at the Bay & Adelaide
Centre. When viewed during the
day, the pastel screens dance softly,
forcing the viewer to look closely to
differentiate the glowing embers
from the marble encasing them.
But as soon as you take a photo, the
colours become bright. Neon pinks
and purples, invisible to the eye,
show up only on the screen. That is the magic of Turell, who was at the
forefront of the Light and Space movement that emerged in California in the
1960s, in full view. He creates wonder by manipulating light.

Micah Lexier at Bay & Adelaide Centre, East Tower

Location: 22 Adelaide St. W.

Next door to Turell’s installation are
two large dots by Micah Lexier, the
Canadian artist known for his playful
minimalism. “2 Circles” is no
exception. In a sea of sharp lines and
skyscrapers, the round black sphere,
which spans the entire height of the
lobby, is a refreshing shift in
perspective. The piece was fabricated
by Mosaika, a well-known studio out of
Montreal. “It took about 30 people a
full year to make the tiny tiles. Each
stick was then snapped in two before it
was placed in the massive mosaic that
features 1.6 million separate pieces,”
the studio notes on its website.

Alex Fischer & Qavavau
Manumie at the Canada Goose
Store, Yorkdale Mall

Location: 3401 Dufferin St., Unit 501

The mall might not be the first
place you think of when you think
about good art, but as retail stores
grow their collections, the chance
for a special encounter grows. At
the Canada Goose store in Yorkdale
Mall, a gleaming, stylized tree
sprouts from the middle of the
floor. The 15-foot sculpture is by
Toronto artist Alex Fisher and Inuk
artist Qavavau Manumie. The
winter coat manufacturer has made a point of amassing a significant collection
of art that focuses on artists with a connection to the North. Aritizia also has
good art-viewing options for those stuck at the mall

Sandra Brewster at the Evergreen Brick Works

Location: 550 Bayview Ave.

Scattered amidst all the natural beauty
at the Evergreen Brick Works is an
impressive art collection. The former
Don Valley quarry now hosts public
artworks from contemporary Canadian
artists, including photographic
imprints by Sandra Brewster. Her work
at Evergreen plays an interesting role:
embedded in nature, it provides a new
perspective on the surrounding
wilderness. Brewster was the Koerner
Artist in Residence at Evergreen in
2021-2022. She uses manual photo
transfer techniques, resulting in
ghostly images that can feel like
memories of something past. The
series asks questions about the Black
experiences in the Canadian
wilderness.
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