
Red Roof Gallery brings artistic passion to life 
Printed in The Athabasca Advocate May 22, 2012 

The Red Roof Gallery in Athabasca represents a dream come true for owner and 
artist Della McLean.  

After moving to Athabasca in 1973 to be closer to her husband Jim’s family and 
to go back to their farming backgrounds, McLean wanted to be a real “farm wife.” 
While her husband worked on the farm with family, she baked and gardened for 
five years before getting anxious to return to work. She excelled in careers as a 
medical lab technician and then in real estate, all the while keeping her artistic 
dreams alive. 

 “I was always kind of artistic, even as a kid,” McLean said. “I was always 
drawing or painting. I tucked in my painting whenever I could but on a casual 
basis. I didn’t have a chance to do it when I was in the city and when I first moved 
out here I didn’t know a soul and there was an art club, so it became a social thing 
for me to get to know people and I got re-interested in it.” 

After years of living and working in Athabasca, she bought the property where 
the Red Roof Gallery, Art Studio and Guest House now sits. The home that she 
bought in the late 1990’s, a few years before retiring, was originally bought as a 
rental income property because she liked the location and knew the previous 
owner. McLean fixed it up and kept it as a rental property until about six months 
prior to officially retiring from real estate when she and Jim started renovating it 
and upgrading the house for their own purposes. 

“I wanted the ‘dream retirement’ and I wanted somewhere I could go to focus on 
my own work, like my art.” 

 In 2002, one of the biggest changes that was done to the house was the 
installation of a new roof. Through discussion with the contractor, McLean came 
up with the idea of a slanted roof and over the course of two years the home was 
renovated and upgraded into what it is today. 

“It got done whenever our contractor had time which was ok because it gave me 
a chance to really think about and pick out the design and the colours that I 
wanted,” she said. “Once the roof was on it gave the house a second storey. One 
day he asked me to climb up on the ladder and see what I had and what could be. It 
was only then when I saw the view that I knew where my studio was going to be.” 



As the roof was getting finished she began to think about the way she wanted 
the house to look. She remembered the houses she once saw in a small village in 
South Germany where all the houses where white with red roofs. It was around the 
same time that her husband suggested she have the rood painted red, knowing what 
she was thinking about. It was then that the Red Roof Art Studio was born. 

Once the studio idea was in place and the renovations were nearly complete, 
McLean started to think more about the lower level and what that space could be 
used for. She had three bedrooms put in between the upper and lower level and 
now that it was all upgraded, she considered a few different options. 

“Now that I knew my studio was going in upstairs, I needed to think about what 
to do with the lower level,” McLean said. “I thought ‘well what do I do with the 
downstairs now?’ and I thought about all the paintings I had done throughout the 
years and how it would be nice to have a place to hang them and it would be neat 
to have a little gallery of sorts to showcase my work and have it open to the public. 
I also thought about the bedrooms and how I always loved Bed and Breakfast style 
hotels and I thought it would be fun to have one. So the Red Roof Gallery, Art 
Studio, and Guest House came to be.” 

In September of 2004, after all the renovations were completed, McLean opened 
the doors of the gallery and guest house to the public with an exhibit show that 
showcased McLean’s work from the 1970’s up until 2004. She saw about 100 
people come through the doors that weekend and as first shows go, she said it was 
fabulous and she even sold one piece of art even though she never intended to sell 
anything. She thought that people might not like her work because art is so 
subjective, but she was pleased to see how many people actually enjoyed the 
artwork and the new gallery itself. 

It was at that point that McLean wanted to open the gallery for other artists to 
showcase their work too. 

“That was the first show the gallery ever did and from there I thought why don’t 
I now go out and get all the artists in the community and see if they wanted to have 
a show too,” McLean said. “There were so many ‘closet artists’ that I really had to 
do a lot of encouraging to get them to do a show. A lot of artists, myself included, 
think their art isn’t good enough to show to other people but we slowly started to 
get more shows and sales and it’s really given artists a sense of self-esteem.” 

McLean is proud of how it opened people’s eyes to the vast amounts of talent in 
the community. 



“As more shows started taking place it was a way for artists to make some extra 
money to keep them in art and help pay for board but it also opened people’s eyes 
to creative culture in the area,” she said. “Now there was a whole new way to 
promote visual arts in Athabasca and I’ve been continuing to do so ever since 
then.” 

McLean’s Red Roof Gallery showcases an average of four shows from May to 
October, about one a month, because she doesn’t want people to get bored and 
tired of seeing too much of a good thing. 

“I want it to be special every time someone comes to the gallery because it’s not 
like going to a ball game every Friday night where it’s fast paced and high 
energy,” she said. “It also gives me a chance to do my own painting during the 
winter when there isn’t much else to do outside.” 

McLean has also enjoyed opening the doors to the guest house every once in a 
while where people can stay and it’s something special to remember Athabasca by. 
But the real passion for the Red Roof home is the gallery and her studio upstairs. 

 “It’s been a little beacon of proving to myself that I can do it,” she said. “I’ve 
always had a dream and the dream was to paint and have a gallery of my own but I 
never had the time before. 

“It was always a hope that someday I’d be able to fulfill that dream and share 
my art with others and help other artists share their work along the way. I want to 
encourage people to do more art for themselves and others. It would be pretty 
lonely if I was the only artist in town but this way we can share the art together. 
It’s not about the business or structure of it all, it’s that I made my dream come 
true.” 

For more information or to make an appoint to visit the Red Roof Gallery, Art 
Studio, and Guest House, call McLean at 780-675-4602 or email her at 
dellamc@hotmail.com. 
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