
G! April/May 2014 THE BATTLE IS ON! 1716 COVER STORY April/May 2014  G!  

Text: Ellen Egan

ALTHOUGH ART IS OFTEN SHOWCASED IN
VERY PUBLIC PLACES, the actual creative
process usually takes place in a much more private
setting. That is until Chris Pemberton and Simon
Plashkes decided to organize an event that would
take artists out of the comfort of their studios and
into the public eye. 

Their efforts resulted in the creation of ‘Art Bat-
tle’, a live competitive painting event that showcases
artists creating pieces of work in just 20 minutes.
Meanwhile, music plays, drinks flow, and the
crowd observes their techniques and debates the
merits of their creations before casting a vote on
their favourite painting. 

“The idea to try live competitive painting
evolved from this criteria and was received very
well right away,” explains Chris Pemberton, an
artist himself and co-founder of Art Battle. “After
Art Battle 1 [in Toronto], it seemed like a good

idea to have Art Battle 2. For Art Battle 3, we
moved into a bigger venue and never looked back.”

Pemberton says the main goal of Art Battle is
to celebrate and bring attention to the great talent
of painters, while building a national community
of artists and patrons.

“One of our founding principles is that not all
art created is equal, and by this we mean to en-
courage each person to explore and express their
preferences,” says Pemberton. “Only by choosing
and supporting the art we like will we shape the
beauty of the future.”

Now in their fifth season since 2009, the event
has swept the country, taking place regularly in
venues that vary in size and style—from small

black-box theatre spaces to large concert halls and
art galleries. But Pemberton says the format of Art
Battle is the same all across Canada. 

“One of the small differences that we see some-
times is subject matter chosen by the painters and
also how loud the crowd gets,” says Pemberton. “In
coastal areas, we see more landscape paintings,
whereas in the major urban cities we tend to see
more portraits. It’s amazing fun everywhere and
we’ve loved meeting so many great people and see-
ing so many different parts of the country.”

And Islanders are now getting in on all the wet
and colourful action. The PEI Brewing Company
played host to the first ever event in Charlottetown
on February 8th, entitled Art Battle 94. 

Pemberton says it was the biggest audience
they’ve had for a first time event in a city: “The re-
sponse from everyone was amazing. The artists
had a great time and enjoyed that special ‘rockstar’
feeling that Art Battle brings—it’s really the only
place that a painter is cheered as they approach a
blank canvas.”

Since then, they’ve hosted another event in
March, with three more planned in each of the
coming months. 

Alex Douglas, director of branding & com-
munity engagement for the PEI Brewing Com-

pany, is a huge supporter of the arts and
says their new event space lends itself

perfectly to this type of event. 
“[It’s] something P.E.I. had
never seen before and is a

new way to engage
the arts commu-

nity on
P.E.I.,” says
Douglas.
“It’s another
fantastic
way for us
to show our
support for

the local community and [it] just
so happened that the space itself
is perfectly suited to host this
type of event [in terms of] size,

ambience, and the
team behind it.”

Jeff Kelly, an Is-
land illustrator and self-taught acrylic painter, is
one such artist who caught wind of Art Battle 94
happening in Charlottetown and decided to give it
a whirl. 

“I came across Art Battle really by chance,” says
Kelly, a graduate of the Nova Scotia College of Art
and Design in Halifax. “Two weeks prior to Art
Battle 94, I saw that a friend on Facebook was at-
tending the event. I had no idea what Art Battle
was, but after checking out their website I was very
interested in the whole process and thought it
would be a great experience.”

In preparation for the February event, Kelly

says he practiced as much as possible, but also went
into the experience with an open mind and tried to
have fun as much fun as possible.

As far as his creative process goes, Kelly says he
tries to toss conventional rules aside and just go for
what comes naturally: “Once you’re able free your
mind about the concept of art being ‘correct’, you
can do whatever you want. My whole life I was
doing art the way I thought it was supposed to be

done. Then I realized there is no right or wrong
way to do art.

“I find most of my inspiration comes from
other artists. There’s nothing more inspiring than
seeing a piece of art that just blows you away. But
anything can spark and idea—a picture, a movie, a
person—sometimes seeing a certain colour combi-
nation inspires me.”

And this colourful, laid back approach really
paid off for Kelly, as the audience voted for him to
win Art Battle 94—as a result, he won $250, sold
his painting to the highest bidder, and will go on to
compete in the P.E.I. championship in June for a
chance to qualify for the national championships
in Toronto in July.

Going into the championship, Kelly says he
plans to prepare for it in the same way he did for
the first one. “Practice, practice, practice. You really
have to have a plan going into one of these art bat-
tles. 20 minutes isn’t a lot of time, so having a start,
middle, and ending in mind for your painting is a
must.”

Chris Pemberton has similar advice for any
budding artists out there: “Paint what you love, and
practice makes perfect in art—just like in any other
career or hobby.”

Anyone looking to get involved in a future Art
Battle event can apply online at artbattle.ca/regis-
ter. For more information on Jeff Kelly and to
view his work, check out his website, www.ilike-
toart.com, or find him on Facebook, Jeff Kelly Art. 

A new wave of competitive painting 
splatters the Island

Island artist Jeff Kelly, pictured here with his
artwork in the background, won the first ever
Art Battle on the Island and will compete in
the P.E.I. championships in June for a chance
to compete at the national championships in
Toronto.Photo credit: Leigh Elliott
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Jeff Kelly in action during the first round of Art
Battle 94 at the PEI Brewing Company: “Once
you’re able free your mind about the concept of
art being ‘correct’, you can do whatever you
want. My whole life I was doing art the way I
thought it was supposed to be done. Then I re-
alized there is no right or wrong way to do art.”
Photo credit: Brett Jones 


