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Rita Winkler holdx up one ond of her painting, and her mother, Helen, the other. Their sooeen bocomes almeost cntinely
awash in green, blwe, and vellow watercolowrs with three different socks. Esch sock b outlined and highliphted with

thick black lines to mark thelr distinet pattermns, The first sock b striped, the socond, sparingly cross-hatched, anmd the
third are polka-dottod, And poecking out from cach side of thedr soreen are Helen and Rita's smiles. Thelr exprossions

are matched not only by me, but by Ritax uncle, Marks jobning in from Now York Winkler, who has Down sandrome,
crcated the palnting o cchebrate World Do Symdiome Doy (which oolncidentally fell on the day of our interacw)

Heben remarked that the unmatched socks ssbolize the unmatched chromosome Trisomy 21 And to show suppoert 1o

ithe Down samdnome community evervene i encouragod to wear unmatched socks on the dav, Witnessing Camaly
mmecanlae s beamibng with peide, while Rita showed off her antistic spdeit, capiurncd bhow the family s abways working (o

uphift, amplify, and oclebrate Bita's imagination. It was this mement that made me change the course of the anicle.
Initially, Ria's upcoming picture book My Art, My World, published by Sccond Story Press, was going to take centre
stage. Every vear, the Winkler's sponsor the bowl-a-thon at Common Ground Co-operative in memory of Rita's father.
Dupe po COVID-19 the event was unable to take place, and Mark decided to make his niece’s pictures into a book and
clomae a portion of the proceeds, When Helen sem Mark a detailed biography of Bita, he decided there should be text
o accompany Bitas images, Coincidentally, the sister of one of the owners and publishers of Second Story Press knew
of the book and connected with the Winkler's, Getting the publishing house involved helped finesse the relationship
Between Bitas words and her painting's,

Come Ocober 19, 2020, voull be able to flip through Rita's paintings and illustrations that, along with the gext, bet you in
on her frank observations, Youll sec her take public transit by kerself to her job at Coffee Shed in New College at the
University of Toronte, part of Commen Ground, Youll sec the cubism inspircd portraits of her fricnds Sammy and
Caroline, and youll find out how Rita focls about winter, and welemarketers, The text is sprinkled with dry humour, but
as Mark and Helen made clear, that somctimes it is just us who find what Bita savs funny, she is mostly being serious.

Rita's reflections make the scemingly humdrum events of a day interesting, but | thought cvery behind-the-scencs
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tidbit from the Winkler's would take me back to the book. Instead, | was led down an ever expanding road that made me
realize the logisties of the book, in the context of this article, is not the thing. Rita, her familv=including her sisters
Leora and Rachel—and the community they've built are what made the book possible, Rita's art is about her world, and
s0 | present the story of how Rita's 33-vear-odd life blossomed into what it is voday,

Until she was M, Rita's home was in Calgary, Alberta, In Calgary, Helen shared, Rita was “the first kid 1o be
mainstreamed with an intellectual disability; there was resistance to it but we were lucky we had the PREP program in
Calgary, which was specific to Down syndrome.” PREP leads with the mantra "inclusion for life”™ which is somcthing Hita
was able to experience, for a time. Mark reflected that “the mainstream world learned a bot, they learned to be fricnds
with Bita, and how to treat her with respect.” But when Rita was in Grade 6, Helen noticod there was "too much of a
divergenoe” between Rita and her classmates, she saw her daughter was “scgregated inan integrated classroom, which
is often what happens when they're with a eachers aide, and evervbody else is doing something different” And though
there was a semblance of inclusivity, Helen told me Rita "didn’t have a social life, she didn’t have friends, she didnt get
invited wo birthday partics.” That all changed when she moved her daughter to special education. There, Rita was able 1o
meake closc fricnds, and becawse of hor experienoe in both the mainstream and ron-mainstream world, she was ablc to

amd continues to inhabit both.

Sadly, when Rita was HM-vears-old ker father died, and she and her mother moved o Toronto in 20003, Helen's strength
o fight for Rita to be aceepted continued once they arrived in the city. Rita attended Drewry Secondary Scheol, a
school specifically for special education, and continues to go to DANL an erganization in Toronto creating
“opportunitics for adults with physical and Sor cogmitive challenges so that they can participate fully as valeed members

of the community. 1t is bocause of DAXEs programming that Rita discovered hor passion for the ans.

With DANI, Rita not only writes some of their newsletters, but has boen part of their stage productions, including: The

Wizard of Oz (she played the witch), Peter Pan, Shrek, The Lion King, and Aladdin. Bug ivis painting she loves the most.

Her day program at DANI includes art, but when evervthing stared moving to Zoom, Helen stared “secing how they
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[the instructors] were doing it so [ was ablc wo facilitate more art at home. [ didn® know how o Gcilitate an with Bita, |
always noticed the pictures that they did at DANI were so fantastic, but | never understood how they did them?” Helen
confessed she, “didn’t really know anvthing much about art” But the skills she sequired over the vears in folk dance, and
acapting dimces for individuals with special needs since 2006 at Prossemman JOC, gave ber the ability to see it was
simibar vo dance, she simply had to adapt an o make sure it worked for Rita, A poignant reminder that accessibabiny
begins not by thinking about how someonc has o adapt but how facilitics and programs can adapt to an individuals

reduirements.
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Castomers ol the Colliee Shed wisere Ria Ritn working om an art prepect with DT ever Polar Bears made ot L Arche over Tosen.
wetked befare the pascenbe. Painting by Rita e Plestegraph court esy of Helen and it Palnting by Rt Wiskler.
Winkler. Wlnkler.
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Many of the images in Rita's book came from her lessons at DANIL A notable one Mark alludes to s a picture Rita made
ef a woman with a purple dangling arm. He telks me, she oreated it on her own, Though, Helen is quick to point out that
thiz assignment had boen to paint themselves as the Mona Lisac it may not loeok like the Mona Lisa, bait it shows, a5
Mark said, Rita's “vivid imagination,” one “wie should learn to embrace.” One that moves us past the confines of the

bineral,

since the pandemic, Rita alko stared watercolour classes at Larche Lomdon in London, Ontanio, Bita only stamed using
watercodour this past fall, Helen observed that *watercolours have thelr own magic when vou put them wogether and
they do all kinds of imeresting things. . . a person without a disabllity who is a professional watercolourist intentionally
ereates cortain offccts, but with Rita, its just like, drop the paint, and something happens, its a differemt approach to

the art” And by approaching art differently, Rita's work, if we're willing, can introduce us to pew perspectives,

Rita's book is for ages six to nine, because it is a "beautifol way to show that not evervbody sees the same way, and that
wie should learn o accept and learn how others see life]” Mark told me. Adules can learn from that as well, A point Mark
emphasiaes by sharing the time Rita joined him at Common Ground's annual general board meeting. Rita is considered
a partner at Common Ground, and she along with the other pantners who have disabilities and each work at a Coffee
Shed and in the kitchen, attended. Board members, staff, and other members of the organization were also prescnt.
When the cxccutive director asked if anvonc wanted to speak, Rita raised her hand. This was the first time Mark hacd
been in a meeting with Rita, and he did not know what she was going to say, and became, “very nervous.” [t took Rita
about two to five minutes 1o anpounce the bake sale Common Ground was holding for Christmas the following weck,
and the excoutive director thanked Rita for sharing an important picee of news to the room. His response taught Mark
a “really important lesson, everybody has a right o have a volce, no matter where they are, and no matter how long it

takes somebody to get their message across.
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Rita’s messagies are overwhelmingly cclebratory. Her painting Ketchup and Tuna is inspired by her love for, well,
ketchup and tuna (Helen hopes o continec the serics, as Rita loves ketehup on many feods). Her card collection, which
she gifts on birthdays and anniversarics, are homemade and have unigue cakes on them, complete with a flavour
profile, Some of her creations include: a groen owl cake, a bubble gum cake, a rainbow cake, a wine cake, and a green

orange buc cake,

Addivionally, if vou send Rita a picture of vour dog or cat, she'll create a pieture of them, Rita showed me a portrait of
Mala, a service dog belonging to DANI staff member, Tammy Greenwald (who gives Rita tuna and ketchup for her
lunches), But, Helen added, “Sdrawing is not fun for Rita,” What they do wo get the owtline of the animal is take a
photograph and create a template. Bita will then place the paint wherever she wants, and mighe go back vo add in a few

brushstrokes to add different pattems.
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Kedchap and Tana. Palnting by Rita Winkber.

Should Rita, Helen warned, ever sell her art, do not expect to see what she calls “tough mermaids™ Rita enjoys making
art as indcpendently as possible, And when Helen recently gave her a stencil of a mermaicl that had =a lot of squirrcly
bits of hair™ and wasn't coming together properly, she printed a less detatled seencl, Biva, later remarked =1 don’t do
tough mermaids.” If she ever sells her art, Helen joked, that will be number one in the contract; No Tough Mermaids,

Along with her painting schedule and prasctice changing in response o the pandemic, so has Rita's job, Common
Ground, Helen informed me, is "strictly a business, it's not a day program. 5o the job coaches have had to reinvent
themselves,” Some teach Lumba or baking lessons over Zoom, However, what has maintained itsclf as a constant
presence in both of their lives is Jewish folk dance,

When Rita's father was in hospice in Calgary the folk community banded together to raise the Winkler's spirits. And
now, because of lockdown, Rita and Helen's folk dances are on YouTube. They've uploaded them to give their regular
participants a chance to see them on their own time, The mother=-daughter duo also perform a chir dance every
Sumclay for Jacolys Ladder’s hosted event, Jake's Jam, Jacol's Ladder, The Canadian Foundation for Control of
Neurodegenerative Discase, was founded in 1998 by Ellen and Jeff Schwarte a vear after they found out their four-
month old son Jacob was diagnosed with Canavan disease, To honour their son's love of music, the Schwartz’s ereaned
Jake's Jam. Unfortunately, Jake passed away in 2009, but a group of between 60 to 70 people meet cach Sunday, after
one of the participants proclaimed she wanted to keep singing. Helen and Rita's dances inspire other participants as
well. They have a huge fan in a boy who has cercbral palsy in all four limbs and who is in a wheelchair; the bov's mother

remarked to Helen, he gets so cxcited that be must rest for a fow moments before he can sing.
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The more | learned about Biva, her family, and ber community the more [ was streck by the unwavering suppor they
have for one another. Evervone gives, never expecting to receive, but when they do, cach voice is given a platform so

they can be heard and listened to.

Just as Helen helped Rita hold up the image of the socks, she has helped her daughter find her voice as an artist. It is
her “strength” as Mark puns i, that gave her the power to “fight for Bita o be accepied. . . Bitas found happiness in her
life and benefits from the environment she was [£i5] in, which is part of what Helen's ereaved. .. A Lot of energy, a ot of
emaotion, a lot of work—she's given up a lot just to make sure that Rita has the quality of life she deserves. From the

putside, it's just amazing.”

But what Rita has been able to do is cqually amazing. She has inspired people to see and understand the world as she
does, in everyday life and consequently in her book My Are, My World. We all perceive the world differemly, but Rita's

approach teaches us 1o positively revel in our different perspectives, and o learn and celebrate one another's.
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To know Bita Winkler's world and art is vo know unbridied joy, Her paintings are imbaed with an optimism reflecting
the lowe she has for the mediwm, and for her subjects, Just as her generous brushstrokes spread paint over surfaces and

into forms, her pioces are sure to spread a smile across vour face. At least, that's what happens to me,

Hemder tmege design by Orly Zebvk, Photographs (including those of Bine's paintings) courtesy of Helen and Rita Winkler,

ORLY ZEBAK
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Oy Aebak wntes, desigms et amd costumes, and makes art i vanous mediums. Her work secks 1o
challengle conceprions of female performativity in relation to womanhood, girlbood, and coming of age
stories, [n her spare time, vou can catch Ovly gardening—uwsuadly in her very comfortable off-hrund
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