Westcoastkitsch:

From a Kitchen Table to Your Heart

By David Morrison

S

o, there I was, exiting a Nanaimo
doctor’s office following a checkup,
when something hanging on the
wall ahead stopped me dead in my
tracks. “Wow, that’s lovely,” I thought,
gazing upon a piece of art that instantly
spoke to me. Everything about it
aligned with particular aspects of my
appreciation of art, especially that of this
region. Painted on what was evidently
reclaimed wood, perhaps from a
palette, was a Tiffany Blue silhouette of
Vancouver Island, an image that could
hardly have been simpler in concept or
execution. As a proud Islander admiring
a visually calming representation of
home, I found it curiously moving, and
utterly delightful.

décor,’ they literally craft their work on
a kitchen table. And as I see it, beyond
the admirable repurposing of materials
the key elements to the magnetic appeal
of Westcoastkitsch are the (mainly)
locally themed imagery, an obvious love
of nature, unabashed romanticism, and

Ashley and Kent are grounded young
people, flattered and astonished at the
reaction to their work since they shyly
ventured into public with it just two
years ago.

I loved the idea and directness of the
piece and had to know more, so asked
the receptionist if she had any idea
where it came from. A little while later,
compelled to see if there was more like
it I emailed the name on the business
card she handed me. Fast forward a few
weeks, and here I am to tell you about
the lovely couple who lovingly made
that piece, and lots more besides.
From their home in Qualicum Beach,
Kent and Ashley Leontowich create
their gorgeous rustic art and, it also
transpires, ‘upcycled’ furniture, under
the banner Westcoastkitsch. Describing
what they do as ‘transforming
disregarded pieces into home-worthy

“We love to make things that people
can have forever,” Ashley says. “Wood
is obviously a huge part of life on
Vancouver Island, so to use it as our
medium is great. And to be able to paint
a Vancouver Island map, to me that tells
a story to anyone with a history here.
We love the Island ourselves and cannot
imagine being anywhere else. It is home,
and such a deep part of who I am, so
that you love what I guess has become
our signature piece is very rewarding
for us.”

“I have a cousin in Nanaimo that told
me, ‘You know you are known, right?’
That feels so weird, that people ‘know’
and recognize our work,” Ashley
continues. “It’s very humbling.”
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an uncanny knack of finding a compact
range of subtle, natural colours that has
already made their creations instantly
recognizable. In an area of the world
so blessed with artistic talent, that is no
small achievement.

Kent recalls a pivotal moment when he
realized they could be onto something:
“An ‘aha moment’ came when we were
asked by the Blue Poppy Gallery in
Nanaimo to do an art show last October,
but it was last minute as someone else
had cancelled. I worked feverishly to get
a whole bunch of pieces done, all oneoffs, and as I was hanging it up, because
people knew we were coming, they
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came early. The next thing I know
sold signs are appearing next to our
work, and I was, like, ‘What is this?’
People were buying our stuff and it
blew my mind!”
Westcoastkitsch grew out of the
Leontowich’s love of rummaging for
interesting vintage items at garage and
yard sales, and from Ashley’s craftloving late mother.
“She was very nostalgic and used
to make and sell signs to sell at craft
shows,” Kent explains. “I grew up in a
creative family, especially my mum,”
Ashley continues. “She was extremely
talented and had a very folk-arty style. I
told Kent about this, and how I missed
it, and that we didn’t have much of it
because she sold it all, so basically it was
her inspiration that got us started.”
“We’ve always gone to garage sales
looking for stuff, such as vintage
furniture, and I love fixing it up and
painting it,” says Kent. “After we did
some of these pieces we thought we’d
try a craft market, in May 2014, to see
if anyone might be interested in what
we were doing. Lo and behold people
liked some of our designs, so we started
a Facebook page in June that year, and
it’s grown to the point we now have
over four thousand ‘likes’ on our page.
What has been particularly exciting, and
crazy, is shipping pieces to destinations
such as Newfoundland, San Francisco,
and even Hong Kong, the interest in
them coming directly from Facebook
and Instagram.”
Westcoastkitsch did so well so quickly
that the Saskatchewan born and
raised Kent left his job to concentrate
exclusively on it, although at this
time Ashley still works full-time for
a landscaping company. The hope is
that in the near future the newlyweds
can both put all their energies into a
venture that has obviously captured
the imagination of Vancouver Islanders
and art lovers much further afield. Yet
even though Westcoastkitsch artworks
are only available over the counter
at selected local outlets (see below)
for the time being, I was surprised to
learn that the majority of their work is
commissioned.
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“Yes, I’d say about 80 percent of the stuff
that we do is custom,” Kent reveals.
“People come to us with their ideas, and
from them we’ll create pieces that have
silhouettes, images, words and phrases,
so much of our work is personal,
specialized, and unique. I get excited
and find it very rewarding making
pieces for celebrations, like weddings,
anniversaries, births and so on, but there
are stores where our stuff can be bought,
and they have been really great to us.
They’re all beautiful stores to begin
with, but they really know how to stage
our stuff.”
What I find particularly enthralling
about Ashley and Kent’s work is that
neither of them have any formal art
training. It all stems from natural
talent, imagination, an understanding
of how to best use their materials, and
the happy accident of discovering and
developing a charming style that has
widespread allure. Kent believes it is
partly a consequence of his own tastes:
“I have a deep love of art and real
appreciation of graphic arts,” he says.
“Being a huge music fan I’ve always
loved poster artists that create very
simple, appealing and eye-catching
designs. That’s where some of my
influence comes from, I guess, as it is an
aesthetic I enjoy.”
It will be obvious by now how taken
I am with Westcoastkitsch and the

enterprising couple that have modestly
introduced this new brand of lovingly
crafted, timeless art to the Island and
beyond. I have stated in this publication
before that as an advocate for, and huge
fan of, creative recycling, such work is
never lost on me. Absolutely everything
that Kent and Ashley create is born
from literally rescuing wood destined
for the dump or chipper and, in the
case of some of their pieces of upcycled
furniture, discarded roadside junk. They
take these unloved items, add their
magic, and in doing so lend them new
life to ensure they will be loved once
more. I for one will always appreciate
such an ethic. ~
For more information about
Westcoastkitsch connect with Ashley
and Kent Leontowich on Facebook
or Instagram. Westcoastkitsch art
and furniture is now available at the
following stores:
ReVived Vintage 106 W 2nd Ave., Qualicum Beach
Owens & Co. 2254 Alberni Hwy, Coombs
Island-ish –
1420 Wingrove St., Nanaimo
Blue Poppy Garden Gallery –
208 Wallace St., Nanaimo
Compass Wedding Café 1972 Peninsula Road, Ucluelet

