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This book is an exploration of the writings of Canadian artists and their critics as
seen against three turbulent decades. It is a gathering of evidence of their perspec-
tives on the issues that mattered to them, and of specific connections among art,
politics, and society.

For this project, which grew out of a fascination with artists’ and critics’ writ-
ings that long preceded my career as an art historian, I read thousands of letters,
private journals, Canadian newspaper and magazine articles and reviews, and other
published and unpublished texts from the mid-twenties to the mid-fifties. My study
of these writings was an attempt both to see from within an author’s field of vision
and to step outside it and take a critical position. Wherever possible I read the pub-
lished texts in their original periodicals rather than among clippings in artists’ files,
since it was useful to know the periodicals’ ideological bents, obvious or subtle.
The periodicals were usually intended for particular audiences, and a writer will
naturally say certain things to some audiences and not to others. This part of the
exercise also led to a search for as much information as I could find about the peri-
odicals and their editors. The annotated list of periodicals in the bibliography is a
partial outcome of this search.

Studying the documents I had gathered, I looked for the major themes, the most
significant debates, the especially powerful and far-reaching statements.

As I read I discovered two striking shifts of perspective: one in 1939, when the
Depression ended and the Second World War began, and the other in the late for-
ties with the onset of the postwar economic boom, the Cold War, and the settling
into people’s consciousness of the presence of the atomic bomb. These two shifts
were anything but complete, but they stood out enough to require a structure that
reflected them. I chose clusters of artists’ and critics’ writings that, in addressing
important themes, were at least sometimes directly related to these shifts. For each
cluster of writings I constructed for myself long timelines, detailing all the relevant
facts I had about the artists and critics involved and about related writings, local
contexts, and world events. These timelines in turn opened up new connections and
correspondences. Certain narrative lines emerged, and among them I looked for
the ones that best captured the fundamental points made by the artists and critics.
I wrote the narratives, combined them with the clusters of documents, and arrived
at eight quite separate “chapters” of an unusual but satisfying character. I finished
off each chapter with a sort of road map that precedes the documents and explains
my choices.

The use of narrative allowed me to put each of the writings into its own moment,
and to show how ideas changed as contexts changed. It provided a strong structure
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for lacing together whole networks of detail about the artists’ lives, their support-
ers and opponents, and the events in their worlds. In turn, these networks of detail
reach across the chapters and join with the work of a great many other art histori-
ans in constructing a larger history of Canadian art during these decades of conflict
and crisis.

Of course, no history is objective. The literary theorist Ondrěj Sládek observed
that writers of historical narratives construct worlds “filled with places, objects,
characters and relations between and among them” just like writers of fiction; and
although the historian tries to tell the truth, every historical world is “incomplete
and full of gaps – just like fiction.”1 But within those limits, I have done my best to
represent fairly the artists and critics and their lives and writings.

Although almost all of the authors of the documents I studied identified them-
selves as modern in one way or another, my intent has not been to define “modern”
or “modernism” within Canadian art history or to apply contemporary theory
to those terms, any more than it has been to do a detailed study of paintings. My
interest is to understand the specific ways in which artists and critics used the terms
in their own contexts.

The business of context is a complex one. As the cultural studies scholar Nikos
Papastergiadis reminds us, we can no longer define context “as if it possessed a sin-
gular set of national traits that are forged in an exclusive setting over a sustained
period of time, nor is it sufficient to identify the primacy of formal concerns. Rather,
the concept of context is more meaningful if it includes a multi-temporal engage-
ment with the past and the present, a cosmopolitan vision of the cultural horizon,
and a specific engagement with social realities.”2 That is what I have attempted. I
look at the writings as reflections of a fast-moving modern world and its crises, and
the ideas behind the writings as never merely derivative of Europe in spite of self-
conscious ties to European artistic currents.

There were many forms of modernism in Canada as elsewhere, and, as you will
see, each form tended to construct its own history; that is an aspect of its speci-
ficity. It must be said that in constructing such a history, the production of other cul-
tures was often appropriated without acknowledgment or understanding of its
meanings, and in Canada, this amounted to a form of colonialism in relation to
Native cultures. The writers of the late twenties and thirties did not provide a cri-
tique of that practice. They generally wrote from a primitivist perspective: Native
cultures were said to be disappearing and could thus be situated in a timeless past,
to be used as desired to give a sense of a national heritage or to show that academic
education and “professionalism” were irrelevant to great art.3 As Gerta Moray
noted so aptly, Emily Carr’s work has “provided the flashpoint for recurring con-
troversies”4 in this respect, especially in relation to the 1927 National Gallery Ex-
hibition of West Coast Art – Native and Modern, and in the chapter on Carr you
will find citations for that literature. Louise Vigneault shows that French Canadian
as well as English Canadian art writers joined the primitivist discourse: “Primi-
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tivism then has the advantage of defining a certain dimension of French Canadian
modernity, nevertheless without proposing models that are too experimental and
without sacrificing local imperatives … In fact it responds to the double need to be
rooted in a distant past and to be part of a universalist philosophy.”5

There were of course other, more positive aspects to the construction of
modernist histories. While European artists in varying configurations were central
to these constructions, artists from elsewhere, together with music, literature, and
a great variety of theories of art, were brought in. So, the specific creative ancestries
of artists as they and their critics constructed them differed greatly, and in ways
that said much about them, as you will see.

The first few chapters of the book show how, in the late twenties and early thirties,
the isolation felt earlier in the century by Canadian artists with modernist convic-
tions began to be replaced by an atmosphere of support, however thin. Although
this began to happen in a number of cities, it was true especially in Toronto and
Montreal, which were very much the centres of art and publishing until after the
Second World War. The cultural historian Andrew Nurse explains the change in
sociological terms, using the concept of an “artistic field,” which he based on his
reading of the German sociologist-philosopher Jürgen Habermas. An artistic field
is a set of ideological and institutional relations that establishes and upholds
“specific value structures and the social relations that follow from them,”6 with
constantly shifting connections to a larger social context. The modern artistic field
“increasingly linked art to a self-referential aesthetic,” and competed with an ear-
lier field that “linked art to ‘elevated’ elite pursuits.”7 The modern artistic field,
Nurse says, rose in Canada in the twenties when government institutions began to
supplant free market practices with their own privileging of the nationalist Group
of Seven painters, and as a consequence “aesthetics – as opposed to the market –
became a key to value.”8 Nurse’s overarching framework may only interpret history
to a certain point, but it is a useful thing to keep in mind since the valuing of aes-
thetics went on to become a force far beyond the influence of state institutions as
new exhibiting societies, new critics, and new artistic practices became established.
All of this affected the question of how, or whether, an artist should address the
extreme political, economic, and social realities of the era.

In 1930, the artist-writer Bertram Brooker remarked in his newspaper column “The
Seven Arts” that Canadian art was beginning to “bear a closer relationship to the
modern movement in other countries” because a growing group of artists was now
emphasizing “form.” This emphasis on form is exactly what the modernist critics
Roger Fry and Clive Bell regarded as the legacy Cézanne left in carrying out his
famous wish to make something solid and enduring out of impressionism, like the
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art of the museums. Since Brooker offers such a useful distinction between the na-
tionalistic Group of Seven landscape painting of the twenties and a growing “third
movement” – a “movement” far more open to the larger world and its social and
political realities – I take you into the book with an excerpt from his column:

The change … signifies a break with the landscape obsession that has dom-
inated un-academic painting for ten or fifteen years, and academic painting
for forty or fifty years before that. The human figure, so long neglected, ex -
cept by a few orthodox portrait painters, will again become a subject – has
already done so, in fact – of interest to Canadian artists. This will mean,
more, I think, than the mere multiplication of figure paintings. It should pro-
duce an approach to every kind of subject, landscape included, that will be
different from either the academic or the Group approach. In a word, by
placing emphasis on “form” instead of on “atmosphere” (which was the aca-
demic obsession) or on “rhythm” (which was the Group of Seven obsession)
the third movement in Canadian painting will inevitably bear a closer rela-
tionship to the modern movement in other countries.9
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As a Canadian almost ferociously patriotic, with a great feeling for the country, which has 

been greatly bolstered by Whitman, hesitating to go to Europe or even New York for fear of

being seduced from his utterly native viewpoint. Everything new is going to happen in this 

country … He feels himself in the vanguard of the movement and is looking for every sign … He

hates Europe and is impatient with slavish admiration of anything that emanates from there.

Bertram Brooker

In 1925 when the artist-writer Bertram Brooker made these notes on a fictional
character “something like” his friend Lawren Stewart Harris, Harris was in the prime
of his career, painting mostly northern Ontario and Rocky Mountain landscapes
and spending three months or more each year camping in those regions.1 He ex-
hibited with the Group of Seven, who by this time had national and international
critical support, and he was known as their unofficial leader. In Toronto, where he
lived in wealth and high society with his family, he had recently given his first solo
exhibition, published what has been described as “Canada’s first book of urban
modernist free verse,”2 written articles and reviews for the Canadian Forum and
the Canadian Bookman, and joined the Forum’s editorial committee.

Scholars have shown with thoroughness and insight that in the complicated and
sometimes contradictory essays that Lawren Harris wrote and published, he wove
together nationalism, art, and spiritual progress in ways that involved distancing
Canada and sometimes all of North America from Europe.3 In the interest of adding
a new perspective, I am focusing on what exactly Harris was saying about Europe,
and on a striking change in his attitude toward Europe. This not only reveals some-
thing about the ideas of an English Canadian cultural leader who was central to a
romantic tradition in English Canadian art: on a much broader level, it reflects the
momentous shifts in relations among countries in these years.

I begin with Harris’s review, published in the April 1925 Canadian Forum, of
the book Mahatma Gandhi by Romain Rolland, the French pacifist and Nobel Prize–
winning novelist and essayist. Harris started by praising Gandhi’s spirituality and
non-violent policies and comparing Gandhi to Christ, probably to draw in the mag-
azine’s mostly Protestant English Canadian readers. But then he contrasted Gandhi’s
policies provocatively with “our Western way of national aggrandizement, the pre-
sent-day heritage of a perverse Europe, turning religion into an endorsation of con-
quest and cruelty and hate.” In setting Gandhi and Europe as moral opposites in
this way, Harris actually took some of the nuances out of Rolland’s argument and
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made the contrast even starker. Not surprisingly, the review
got at least one angry response. John D. Sinclair of Toronto,
formerly with the Scottish Churches College in Calcutta
(Kolkata), sent a letter to the Forum expressing his disap-
pointment that the magazine would publish such a damning
and indiscriminate judgment of “the Imperial Government
in its greatest and most momentous and most difficult task.”
The writer evidently had no idea what a British departure
would mean, “especially for the politically dumb and help-
less masses of India.” This arrogance gave Harris another
opportunity to speak out, and his response is a further de-
nouncement of Europe’s oppressive colonial policies. 

Harris had by this time devoted himself to Theosophy,
an international movement founded half a century earlier
on teachings drawn from Eastern and Western spiritual and

philosophical writings, and on the belief that it held the key to all religions.* For
Theosophists, the divine is the eternal, universal aspect of the human being, and
one must endlessly struggle toward it. Theosophy led Harris to what Northrop Frye
called “a commitment to painting as a way of life, or, perhaps better, as a sacra-
mental activity expressing a faith, and so analogous to the practicing of a religion”
– a romantic pursuit, in Frye’s view.4 There is a connection here to the philosopher
Charles Taylor’s ideas on the romantic, which he sees not as a period but as the de-
velopment of a “social imaginary” that goes back centuries, and continues forward
to the present. To Taylor, the romantic search for an “ethic of authenticity”5 re-
quired those who had abandoned orthodoxy to fall back on their own internal re-
sources and accept both the vulnerability and the freedom that result. When Taylor
says that the “modern cosmic imaginary” opened up “a space in which people can
wander between and around” all kinds of spirituality and/or materialism, he speaks
of just such movements as Theosophy.6 In fact, of those who followed alternate re-
ligions, Theosophists were especially free to wander: it was their task to find their
own ways through the movement’s vast writings, since it had no official priests or
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* The religious studies scholar Gillian McCann has pointed out in “A Pilgrim Forever: The Life and
Thought of Albert Smythe” (185–6) that Theosophy was far from being an oddity in pre–Second World
War Canada and certain other countries; rather, it was one of several alternative spiritual practices that,
taken together, were quite widespread, enough so that scholars no longer see modernity quite so simply
as a turn toward the secular. These alternative practices provided an influential critique of industrial civ-
ilization and its dependence on the rational for solutions to twentieth-century problems.

Fig. 1.1
Excerpt from Lawren S. Harris’s review of Romain Roland’s book Mahatma
Gandhi, Canadian Forum 5, no. 25 (April 1925): 213.



gurus. Lawren Harris chose to read every day from a version of the Bhagavad Gita
with commentary by William Quan Judge, a founder of the Theosophical Society
and a hero to Harris.7

A year after his review of the Romain Roland book, Harris published “Revela-
tion of Art in Canada” as the lead article for the 15 July 1926 issue of the Canadian
Theosophist, and here as in the review, though less sharply, he distanced himself
from Europe. In an often-quoted passage – and it is important to remember that he
wrote this for Theosophists, who were used to such language – he declared that the
“clear, replenishing, virgin north,” which apparently meant everything above 
the border cities,* provided a “spiritual flow that will ever shed clarity into the
growing race of America.”8 This reflects a Theosophical belief that in North Amer-
ica a new “race” would develop (a spiritual race, though on this point some scholars
interpret the writings otherwise,9 and some of the writings are ambiguous). Harris
argued that Canadian artists understood the North better than anyone else and that
their work was a result of having absorbed it; this gave them the courage to fight off
“the insistent, distracting superficial emanations from older growths,” particularly
from Europe, with its “weariness and consequent doubts and melancholy.”10 Har-
ris does not suggest ignoring the great work of “all peoples,” since studying it can
allow one to “turn to account here and now what we find will help us.” The point
is rather to avoid clinging to it out of a sense of inferiority, for then “even the glory
of the art of the ages gets between us and the creative life here and now.”11 And,
clinging to “superficial emanations” – the second-rate European art and artifacts
and habits brought into Canada – was to Harris an even worse and more persistent
problem. So, this essay was not a simplistic dismissal of Europe. On the other hand,
he doesn’t mention Canadian artists’ enormous debt to Scandinavian painting, to
impressionism in general, and to other European sources.12 In his eagerness for an
authentically Canadian art, those roots vanish.

“Revelation of Art in Canada” and Harris’s earlier review and letter in the
Forum reflect the fact that he was, like Theosophists in general13 and certainly like
those in Ireland and India, a promoter of the cultural autonomy of countries. His
diction in “Revelation of Art in Canada” recalls the “anti-imperial geography” 
of the Irish Theosophist poet J.H. Cousins, who had moved to India to help with
the Theosophical Society’s project of freeing the Indian educational system of its 
pervasively Eurocentric cultural biases.14 Cousins said in 1919 that education must
constantly encourage “the declaration of one’s own temperamental and racial iden-
tity as a nation or individual,” even while recognizing the “universal Brotherhood”
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* The North is whatever one imagines it to be, and it has been imagined a great many ways in Canadian
arts and literature, as Sherrill Grace shows in her book Canada and the Idea of North, and Eric Kaufmann
in his article “‘Naturalizing the Nation.’” Lawren Harris never defines it, and we can only imagine what
his sense of North is by considering the places where he travelled and painted.


