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News / GTA

Youth-led art project will welcome Pan Am athletes
Subway mural series representing 41 countries created by marginalized youth.

AARON HARRIS / TORONTO STAR
Shaq'khi Elvi-Sinclair, left, and Diamond Stevens-Poirier work on a mural that will be displayed at a subway station or
Pearson Airport to welcome athletes and guests to Toronto this summer.

By: Manisha Krishnan Staff Reporter, Published on Thu Mar 12 2015

When Shaq’khi Elvi-Sinclair, an affable 20-year-old with hip-hop aspirations, first picked up a paint
brush, he was unimpressed.

“I hated it. I was, like, this project sucks,” says Elvi-Sinclair, slurping a juice box at The SPOT, a youth
hangout in Scarborough. Looking at the near-final product, a canvas featuring the Guyana flag with a gold
and black jaguar motif, he’s changed his mind.

“It looks crazy.”

The painting will be mounted at one of the city’s subway stations as part of Welcome 41, a youth-led art
project meant to welcome athletes coming to Toronto for the Pan Am Games. Through the initiative,
hundreds of young people from marginalized GTA communities have created a mural series representing
each of the 41 Pan Am countries. The fruits of their labour — brightly coloured works featuring flags, maps
and landmarks from each nation — will be displayed in Pearson International Airport, as well as subway
stops across the city.

“It’s really trying to get a really strong, spirited welcome out onto the streets,” says Julie Frost, executive
and artistic director of Arts for Children and Youth, which is co-ordinating the project.
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The murals are done on repurposed TTC advertisements and will make their public debut at the end of
June, just before the games kick off July 10. Kids involved, mostly teenagers, come from varied
backgrounds, according to Frost. Some are classed as having special needs. Others are homeless or
involved in restorative justice programs. Many live in underserved suburbs. The program is as much
about giving them a sense of pride as it is about welcoming the Pan Am athletes, says Frost.

“It creates an opportunity for them to be civic contributors and to use their art and their creativity and
imaginations as a way to give back to the community.”

Christian Carizzo, 34, one of the lead artists on the project, says he knows first-hand the impact art can
have on someone who is vulnerable. In his 20s, he struggled, living on social assistance, until he
connected with Arts for Children and Youth.

“I don’t think I would have gotten to where I am right now if it wasn’t for the welfare department and
people like (Frost) who took a chance.”

Eileen Baker, a teacher at Sheppard Centre High School, an on-site school at Covenant House, which
participated in Welcome 41, says students feel proud that their work will be showcased on a worldly stage.

“It’s very empowering for these kids. It helps them feel like part of a larger community.”

Elvi-Sinclair says he’s discovered a bonus therapeutic benefit to the project.

“It releases a lot of stress. You really can’t be angry painting.”

In addition to the 41 nationality murals, there will be an additional 19 “spirit posters” going up at TTC
stations, made by youth outside Toronto. Each athlete will also receive a small digitalized version of their
country’s mural.


