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Courage, I’ve discovered, is not the absence of fear, but the ability to act despite it. To pursue a dream, to persevere despite obstacles — that is courage. To disregard a father’s counsel, to abandon a destructive marriage, to overlook indifference from one’s own community, and to do so while single-handedly raising two children — that is courage.
Raïna Stebelsky has such courage.


“I feel like I’m finally doing what I was set out in this world to do, and it feels good!” she admits. At an age where most people are halfway through an established career, Stebelsky, 43, is wrenching herself from familiar and dependable employment to embrace the precarious dream of being an artist.


A child of artists, Stebelsky was raised in an environment of cultural appreciation. In-depth discussions of Ukrainian and other painters, and their impact on one another, peppered morning conversations between Stebelsky and her parents — artists Bohdan Stebelsky and Ariadna Shoom. Artistic development was encouraged — “at least when I was growing up.”
But as time passed, the encouragement waned. Stebelsky’s father dissuaded her from pursuing a career in art — pushing instead for a more stable vocation. Stebelsky yielded, if only temporarily, and majored in anthropology at the University of Toronto. Perhaps as a show of independence, or maybe a foreshadowing of what was to come, she minored in fine art.
In hindsight, Stebelsky understands her father’s reservations. “He had to put up with a lot of disappointments when he was pursuing art professionally,” she justifies. “There was such discrimination in Canada against foreigners. He felt that the barriers were insurmountable, even for me, as the child of an immigrant.” At the time, however, Stebelsky’s reasoning was more basic — “I didn’t want to rock the boat.”


In 1973, Stebelsky married James Calder — an air force supply technician. Two years later, when Stebelsky graduated from university, they relocated to Lahr, Germany, where Calder accepted a posting at the Canadian air force base. Stebelsky shelved her plans to pursue a PhD in anthropology. Shortly thereafter, she shelved her artistic plans as well.


Stebelsky falters when she talks about her marriage. “To be kind, I would describe it as life in hell,” she says. A heavy drinker, Calder often abandoned Stebelsky for his air force buddies at the local bar. During the infrequent periods they spent together, Calder either criticized, or ignored, his new wife. “It’s hard to talk about – it was a very unhappy time for me. I was away from my family — alone a lot. I had no support or encouragement.”


To cope, Stebelsky tried to immerse herself in her art. It was a futile effort. “In our first year of marriage, I did a painting which was quite abstract,” she recalls. “He (Calder) ridiculed it. He said he wouldn’t know which way to hang it, didn’t know why I had to paint ‘that way,’ why couldn’t I paint more realistically.” Stebelsky eventually gave the painting — “Autumn Leaves” — to her mother. “He wouldn’t have it in the house,” she explains. Stebelsky continued to sketch occasionally — “but nothing big.” Did she show these to Calder? “No!” Stebelsky insists. “I didn’t show anybody.” In fact, Stebelsky was so scarred by Calder’s criticism that she packed away her paintbrushes and didn’t pull them out for 15 years.


In 1980, Calder was posted to a radar base in Kamloops, British Columbia. For four years Stebelsky was anchored to their trailer park home off the Trans-Canada Highway. Stebelsky’s only diversion in an otherwise desolate life came from raising her two children, James and Larissa, and teaching Ukrainian once a week in town. Periodically, Stebelsky illustrated children’s books — once even a story her father had written, but she still felt artistically stifled.
“It was really hard for me,” she remembers. “My parents had always encouraged us to achieve our utmost. There was no small thing in this family — everything had a purpose. That’s why art meant so much to me — I was trying to save the world, to make it a better place. I still feel I can do that.”


The turning point came around the time Stebelsky painted “Red Sun in Harbor.” Stebelsky doesn’t know what inspired her, but she knew it was something significant. Around the same time, that “something” re-emerged in a dream. “I saw these strange and beautiful mountains with vibrant colors flashing behind them,” she explains. “When I awoke, I knew that I had to find these mountains, but a decade would pass before I was able to do so.”


During that time, Stebelsky prepared herself for whatever epiphany she felt certain awaited her.
In the spring of 1987, at the age of 32, Stebelsky got her driver’s licence. Then she started working full time. After that, she began taking art courses. “It was the start of my independence.”


In 1992, Stebelsky left Calder.


The following year, some mysterious force drew her to the northern islands of Norway, where Stebelsky found her “something.”


“It was an unbelievable experience for me when I finally got there — there were my mountains! The midnight sun was setting behind them and they, not only had the same strange shape as in my dream, but were also flashing in those vivid colors! They held some mysterious spiritual quality for me. I felt like I was getting closer to home.” 


Over the next four years, Stebelsky journeyed three times to Norway. She explored, painted, and made fast friends. Those of them to whom Stebelsky showed “Red Sun in Harbor” have marvelled at it’s reminiscence to the northern Norwegian islands. “I felt a real mystical connection, like I had lived there before. I became so inspired by the beauty and spirit of the surroundings that I made a vow to return to art.”


And she has returned with a vengeance. Since the initial journey, Stebelsky has painted unceasingly and been involved in several art exhibitions. The “Family Trees” showing held last year at the Ukrainian-Canadian Art Foundation in Toronto, included Stebelsky’s works as well as those of her mother and now-deceased father. Although the response from the Ukrainian community was lukewarm at best, Stebelsky was now secure enough to give the response its due worth. “Maybe it’s because the exposure there was mostly within the older faction. They don’t understand my work,” she speculates. Other exhibits at Environment Canada, where Stebelsky works, and at the Scandinavian Club of Toronto, were more successful. (“Red Sun in Harbor” was one of the first paintings to sell at the Environment Canada showing.)


At present, Stebelsky and fellow students at the Ontario College of Art, where Stebelsky began taking courses four years ago, are organizing an exhibition of their paintings. Entitled “Exposure,” the exhibition is set to open some time this fall. 
Sure, it’s challenging to paint, form an art group, arrange exhibitions, work full time — all while raising two teenagers single-handedly, Stebelsky admits. But the gains have been worthwhile. “It has also shown my children that it’s important to find yourself in life, to realize your goals and strive to be the best you can be.” 


Both James and Larissa are now following in their mother’s artistic path. Twenty-one-year-old James is studying graphic design at George Brown College and Larissa, 19, plans to pursue a career in architecture. “Since they are both artistic, they understand me and support me in every way. I hope I am setting a good example for them for what they can achieve if they work hard.”
In August, Stebelsky and a friend from Norway will visit Ukraine. If all goes well, they intend to travel around the world for six months. This March, Stebelsky will pack her paint brushes away again, but only temporarily. She has decided to return “home” to Norway to pursue her art.
It has been a difficult battle. Stebelsky has exposed her true colors — those of a fighter. And, in the end, Stebelsky has regained her courage, her independence and, most importantly, her dream. 

Oksana Buhel is a Toronto-based writer 

