
 
 
Legacy Beyond Medals 
Why cultural impact, not podium finishes, is what actually lasts 
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A woman once gushed to Toller Cranston, “I know someone whose name is Toller.” 
He replied, “Impossible! There is only one.” He went on to observe that “I am unique because I 
became world class in two things. Da Vinci was never the figure skating champion of Italy.”  
 
Hs was Toller. You don’t have to say Cranston. There is not a figure skating fan over the age of 
forty anywhere in the world, who is unaware of Toller Cranston. He is a two-time Olympian, six-
time Canadian champion, author of multiple books, creator of TV specials, and Broadway ice 
shows. He holds an Order of Canada, an Honorary Doctorate, is a member of Canada’s Walk of 
Fame, Canada Sports Hall of Fame, the Olympic Hall of Fame, and was named Skater of the 
Century by the world press. He was a painter who created 20,000 original paintings, participated 
in more than 300 international exhibitions, and whose work hangs in public and private 
collections all over the world. He was not a skater who painted. He was an artist. Period. On the 
ice, in the studio, in his life.  
 
He told the graduating class at Carleton University when he received his honourary doctorate, “A 
very important thing learned in painting and in skating is how not to be afraid, and how to live 
one’s life without inhibition. You have to say what you want to say, stand up for what you 
believe in, go after things, and never be afraid.”  
 
This Olympics marks the fiftieth anniversary of Toller’s 1976 bronze medal in Innsbruck. He 
never won a gold medal, but he has become a legend. He is remembered and revered as an 
extraordinary talent who was fearless, creative, and dedicated. His work ethic was unparalleled. 
His belief in his destiny was unshakable. He was a resister who pushed against a stodgy figure 
skating establishment and introduced artistry and creativity that changed the sport forever. The 
fans embraced what he was doing right from the beginning. The establishment eventually came 
around.  



 
After Toller, male skaters began skating with more freedom and expression. They ditched the 
traditional monkey suits—stiff, restrictive garments that made it impossible to raise their arms 
above their head. Costumes got stretchy and began to sparkle with sequins and beading. Music 
choices changed. Skaters began to tell stories, create themes, and express moods. Toller quite 
often would begin or end a program lying on the ice. That was radical and outrageous at the time 
but not now. Skaters are sliding on their knees and striking dramatic poses at the beginning, in 
the middle, and at the end of their program. There is no doubt that Toller’s influences are still 
obvious and still felt.  
 
But Toller Cranston’s impact was about much more than changing figure skating, Toller inspired 
people. When he died of a fatal heart attack at his home in Mexico in 2015, the messages that 
flooded in from all over the world weren’t about the politics of judging, or his Olympic bronze, 
or his 20,000 paintings. People were saying, “He made me brave.” “He made me dream big.” 
“He inspired me to have the courage to be who I am.” People all over the world spoke about how 
Toller affected them, how he motivated them, how he changed their lives.  
 
Toller had spent the last third of his life in San Miguel de Allende, a Spanish colonial city in the 
central highlands of Mexico. His tombstone is inscribed: Toller, Artist, 1949–2015, Zero 
Tollerance. No last name. No explanation. He wanted his work to speak for itself. He wanted 
people to connect with the skating, the paintings, with what he stood for, with what he believed. 
He had zero tolerance for stupidity, rigidity, mediocrity, incompetence, or half-assed effort. 

In these days of Canada Strong and Elbows Up, remembering Toller Cranston, who, eleven 
years after his death, continues to inspire is important. His messages for people to be brave, to 
chase their destiny, dream big, and do the work are timely. I have spent the past years deeply 
immersed in my brother’s life and achievements. I published a book on his artworks and wrote 
an award-winning biography that is a tapestry of the richness of his life. It is a tribute—not just 
to Toller, but to Canada and to Canadians. To skaters, artists, and fans. To everyone who has 
dared to be different. To everyone who found the courage and strength to make their way in a 
world that is not always kind.  

There is a line in the musical, Hamilton that says, “Who lives, who dies who tells the story?” 
Over the days and weeks of these Olympics, a new cohort of athletes is creating stories. The 
most memorable moments don’t come from a gold medal won, or a new record set. The iconic 
moments come from the athletes who go above and beyond. Who persevered? Who stood up? 
Who gave their everything? Who did the impossible? Who inspired the next generation? Who 
left the audience with goosebumps? Who started the conversations? That is what Toller did fifty 
years ago and that is what he continues to do through Toller International where his spirit lives 
on through programs that encourage young skaters, artists, and dreamers to break barriers, 
embrace authenticity, and transform the world through fearless creativity. 



(Tollerinternational.com) At the end of the day, it is the inspirational stories and the reality of 
who we are as Canadians, what we believe, and what we will stand up for that will get us 
through challenging times. 

Toller’s message was very simple. Chase your destiny. Be creative now! One thing Toller would 
want you to remember is that Leonardo de Vinci was never the figure skating champion of Italy, 
and Michaelangelo, genius that he was, could not execute a double axel.  
 

 


