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Wayne Larsen is a Montreal-based newspaper editor, columnist, teacher, and landscape painter who has written extensively on the arts and media since his first byline in 1979.

He is currently editor-in-chief of the Westmount Examiner, a multi-award-winning weekly that serves Montreal’s most affluent suburb. He also teaches journalism at Concordia University and lectures on Canadian art at cultural venues around the city. His freelance career has included editing several books and working as a copy editor at Reader’s Digest Canada.

James Wilson Morrice: Painter of Light and Shadow is the second biography he has written for the Quest Library Series. The first, A.Y. Jackson: A Love for the Land, was published in 2003.

He lives in Montreal with his wife, art historian Darlene Cousins, and their two grown children, Nikolas and Bryn-Vienna. While working, he usually listens to The Stranglers, Tom Waits, and R.E.M.
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When all was prepared for flight he said, “Icarus, my son, I charge you to keep at a moderate height, for if you fly too low the damp will clog your wings, and if too high the heat will melt them. Keep near me and you will be safe.”

— Thomas Bulfinch, The Age of Fable
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James Wilson Morrice at age 34, photographed in the winter of 1900 during one of his many visits to Montreal.


Prologue

On the Quai des Grands Augustins
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As the River Seine winds its way through the heart of Paris, the murky green waterway narrows considerably when it passes on either side of Île de la Cité and the famous Gothic towers of Notre Dame Cathedral. On the Left Bank, overlooking the ancient stone quays, there still stands an old building at 45 Quai des Grands Augustins. It is six storeys high, with trendy restaurants along the ground floor. There is nothing to make it stand out from the other old dockside buildings along the street; in fact, a first-time visitor could easily miss it altogether.

On a bright autumn afternoon in 1899, a young Parisienne named Léa Cadoret made her way through the traffic of pushcarts and horse-drawn carriages and stopped at No. 45, then a whitewashed stone building that had obviously seen much better days. She grunted softly as she pushed open the heavy front door and made her way into the entrance hall. The first thing she did was hold her breath against the smell – that terrible blend of garbage, dirty laundry, and cat urine. The concierge was nowhere in sight, as usual, but there were a few children running around by the stairs in the courtyard, their screeches broken by the occasional shout from an angry mother in a window somewhere high above. They paused and smiled, one of them offering a polite “Bonjour, Mademoiselle!” as the stylish young woman brushed past and hurried up the stairs, her big skirts rustling and her expensive shoes tapping quickly on the rickety metal steps.

As Léa climbed higher and higher up the narrow, winding staircase, the children’s shouts below were gradually replaced by the faint notes of a flute coming down from the floor above. By the time she reached the third-floor landing, stepping carefully so as not to slip on the dangerously loose floor tiles, she could recognize the music. She had heard the melody dozens of times before, played on that same flute, but she didn’t know its name or the composer. Tacked to the apartment door was a piece of yellow paper with the name J.W. Morrice written in thick black pencil. Léa knocked. No answer – just the lilting flute melody from somewhere inside. She knocked again, louder this time, and the music stopped. She heard those familiar footsteps approaching, a few groans from the sagging floorboards, and the door opened.

“You are early,” Morrice said. “I’m glad.” He held the door open and stepped back, for there was barely enough room for one person to pass through the cluttered array of battered steamer trunks, boxes, and packing cases piled just inside the entrance.

Morrice was a short, dapper man with a neatly trimmed brown beard, a shiny bald head, and a long, aristocratic nose. He wore an immaculately tailored grey suit and a dark blue tie with white speckles. As usual, his elegant appearance stood out in complete contrast to his dingy living quarters.

Léa followed Morrice inside and looked around with a sour expression on her round face. The apartment was just as squalid as ever. “You should hire a maid,” she said, but Morrice only laughed as he opened his flute case, gently unscrewed the instrument into three sections, and lovingly placed each into its velvet-lined compartment.

The apartment was always a matter of contention between them. She could not understand how he could live and work in such dirty, smelly quarters. The bedroom was dark and tiny, and the kitchen was an unspeakable mess. The only real furniture in the largest room was a ragged old couch piled high with books, clothes, newspapers, and Morrice’s cherished collection of wooden palettes. The rest of the space was Morrice’s studio – two easels, a chair, and dozens of canvases leaning against the peeling brown wallpaper. Strewn across the unswept floor were spent paint tubes and small wooden panels depicting everything from colourful Paris street scenes to snowy Quebec winters.

Hanging from one of the easels was Morrice’s black umbrella; he once explained that he used it to judge the darkness of his paint when he mixed colours. Léa was not sure what he had meant by that, but she did know he was a talented and widely respected artist. She paused to admire the canvas he was currently working on – a beach scene of Saint-Malo, with a blue sky, a darker blue ocean, and a colourful cluster of small tents on the beige sand. Only a few patches of white canvas were left to be filled in.

“I hope to finish it tonight,” Morrice said. “But first, a drink or two, shall we?”

Léa nodded, and Morrice immediately prepared to go out. He cleaned two small brushes, placed them into his sketch box and found a few wooden panels to paint on. Meanwhile, Léa paused by one of the three front windows and looked out through the grime-smeared glass. There was the Pont Neuf, thick with afternoon traffic. Across the river, to the left, was the famous Louvre museum, which housed many of the world’s priceless art treasures. To the right were the historic old buildings of Île de la Cité. Directly below, across the narrow street, were the booksellers who set up their colourful stalls each morning. Beyond them, the endless parade of barges and small boats steamed past, adding their high-pitched whistles to the other noises of the street as they prepared to pass under the old Pont Saint-Michel, distinctive for the large capital N emblazoned on its side – a reminder of the tumultuous reign of Napoleon III half a century earlier.

“Let’s go,” Morrice said as he took his umbrella from the easel. Léa followed him through the narrow passage between boxes and trunks, then out to the spiral staircase. Once down on the street, Morrice’s eyes darted back and forth as he seemed to spot subjects everywhere. “Look at that flower stall,” he said, pointing with his umbrella. “Look at those women at that café... Look at the way the afternoon sun hits that tree and it shades the building.” The two made their way along the cobblestones until they came to Morrice’s favourite café, where they spotted several familiar faces – including a few fellow artists. Within a few minutes they were seated at an outdoor table, surrounded by friends.

A waiter appeared; Morrice simply nodded to him and he returned with small glasses of green liquor. “Absinthe pour Monsieur.”

A warm September breeze blew across the tables, and nearby someone was playing a bright tune on a violin. The music blended with the chatter of his friends. Morrice felt the first twinges of inspiration as his eyes fell upon an empty omnibus drawn by two white horses. After quickly draining his second absinthe, he called for another, then pulled his sketch box from his jacket pocket and flipped it open. Selecting a fresh panel, he rose up from his chair and quickly polished the surface by rubbing it back and forth across the seat of his trousers. Then he mixed a few colours on the bottom of the little box, lit his pipe, and began dabbing his brush on the panel.

Now he was in his element. Everything else fell away as he concentrated on the scene before him. He no longer heard the laughter of his friends; he was not even aware of Léa sitting close to him at the tiny round table. Pausing only to sip his drink or puff on his pipe, Morrice dabbed here and there on the small panel, mixing colours and blocking in rough shapes. Just as she had countless times before, Léa watched Morrice’s brush glide across the panel, adding a bold line here and a bright highlight there. The composition gradually came together before her eyes. There was the outline of the small double-decked bus pulled by two horses, the cobblestones, the sunlight hitting the building across the way – everything as Morrice had seen it. By now the vehicle was long gone, but there it was on the panel, a fleeting moment in time preserved forever in paint.

When he was finished, Morrice refilled his pipe and puffed thoughtfully while staring intently at the wet panel. “This might do for a canvas... Yes, I believe I might be able to make something of this.” he said to Léa, raising his hand to get the waiter’s attention. “This calls for another drink!”
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David Morrice – wealthy businessman, philanthropist, and father of the artist. He was a prominent patron of the arts himself, but wanted his son to follow a law career.
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Annie Anderson Morrice, the artist’s mother, was a prominent Montreal socialite who always encouraged her son’s creative aspirations.
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A Mansion in the Square Mile
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David Morrice demanded the respect of everyone who knew him. He believed that hard work and strength of character were the keys to success in life, and he used both to build a prosperous business career – so prosperous, in fact, that by the age of forty-two he owned an imposing stone mansion in Montreal’s luxurious Square Mile neighbourhood and was one of the city’s leading citizens.

In his eyes, the old saying “The Lord helps those that help themselves” was more than just a line recited by children in the weekly Sunday school class he taught. It was a fundamental truth he instilled in his family and a rule he lived by every day of his life.

Never was his success more evident than on a cold afternoon in late November of 1882, when the entire Morrice family bundled up in fur blankets and rode a few blocks in their horse-drawn carriages to McTavish Street. David was well known as a philanthropist, and was once again being honoured for his generosity. This time it was the dedication of a new building he had financed – a huge extension to the Presbyterian College.

Seventeen-year-old James Wilson Morrice had come home from his first semester of university for this momentous occasion. He dutifully stood with his parents, sister, and six brothers while what seemed like an endless parade of Montreal dignitaries and church officials took turns at the podium. He listened with growing discomfort as each speaker lavished more and more praise on his father in glowing speeches that droned on and on.

“This building could not have been possible without the generosity of this exemplary citizen,” said one. “A Christian and philanthropist of the highest order.”

“Mr. Morrice is truly a man of greatness,” said another.

David Morrice stood proudly throughout it all, the very picture of Victorian dignity with his perfectly tailored suit and neatly trimmed dark beard. From the rousing hymns to the speeches and prayers, every aspect of the formal ceremony portrayed him as a near saint – an all-powerful, bigger-than-life leader who was capable of bestowing lavish gifts upon his church and his community. Here was proof that he was widely known and respected throughout the city, and that his good name was certain to endure for many years to come. Sure enough, the Presbyterian College building still stands on McTavish Street, where it is now known as Morrice Hall, part of McGill University.
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The Morrice dynasty had its humble beginnings in Perthshire, Scotland, where David was born in 1829. Though pronounced ‘Morris’, the family name was still spelled in the ancient Celtic fashion. The Morrices were by no means wealthy, but what they lacked in material possessions they made up for in religious devotion. This rigid lifestyle of devout Christianity was instilled in David from an early age. He grew up in a strict household where hard work and the Presbyterian Church were valued above everything else.

As was the custom for most boys in the village, David went to work in a local factory shortly after finishing grammar school. He eventually moved to England, where he held a series of jobs in the textile industry. The ambitious young man with the thick Scots accent proved to be a quick study. He learned as much as he could about the manufacture and sale of linens, and gradually picked up skills in accounting and marketing. Soon he was ready to go into business for himself, but he found few opportunities in England. Instead, he decided to join the wave of young Britons who were migrating to Canada, where he had heard that business was booming. He booked passage on a ship and crossed the Atlantic Ocean in 1852 with very little money in his pocket and, most daunting of all, no contacts in the unknown land.

He heard the common refrain, “America is the land of opportunity!” from other ambitious young men aboard the ship, and he was fully prepared to face any challenges. He told himself that if business opportunities did not present themselves, he would create his own opportunities. If he was unlucky, he would try to create his own luck.

Not surprisingly, within just a few days of his arrival in Canada, David Morrice found a job as a salesman for a Toronto textile firm. He got to know the market, just as he had in England, and after a few years of saving money he was finally ready to go into business for himself as a wholesale textile merchant. The long hours and hard work were tough on him, but he still found plenty of time to devote to the church. One of the first things he did upon his arrival in Toronto was to join a local congregation, and before long he was a well-known member of the city’s predominantly Scottish Presbyterian community.

Through these social connections he met and began courting Annie Stephenson Anderson, whose family had also come over from Scotland. She was an equally devout Presbyterian and, most importantly, her parents instantly approved of the pious and ambitious Morrice. They were married in Annie’s uncle’s house in June of 1860, and their first son, William, was born two years later.

Toronto was good to David Morrice. By 1862 – a decade after arriving with next to nothing – he was not only a prosperous textile merchant but also a family man and an elder at Gould Presbyterian Church, where he taught Sunday school and helped organize social activities. But as a businessman, he had to admit that Toronto was not the best place to be. Down in Montreal, where the wheels of commerce were spinning, he saw much greater potential to expand his business interests.

It would be a matter of being in the right place at the right time, he reasoned. The island of Montreal had recently seen a sudden growth in commerce following the completion of the Victoria Bridge, which connected it to the mainland. Now trains could cross the St. Lawrence River and carry goods and passengers right into the city. And thanks to the American Civil War, which had broken out in 1861, a brand new market for textiles had opened up in the northern states. Naturally, the Union could no longer buy cotton from the southern plantations of its Confederate enemies, and trade routes for other products were blocked throughout the country. David took full advantage of the situation and formed Canadian Coloured Cotton Mills, a company that would be sure to meet the northern states’ demand for cotton and anything else they needed.

The Morrices’ second son, David Jr., was born in 1863, soon after they arrived in Montreal. The growing family lived in the handsome Gibraltar Cottage on St. Luc Road near the western outskirts of the city. They were attended by a small staff of servants who cooked and served their meals, washed their clothes, and saw to their every comfort. Again, David joined the local Presbyterian Church and soon the family was very much at home in the big port city on the St. Lawrence River. Leaving so many friends and loved ones in Toronto may have been difficult for the Morrices at first, but the move to Montreal proved to be just as David had predicted – a wise choice that made them fabulously wealthy.
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James Wilson Morrice was born on August 10, 1865, in Gibraltar Cottage.
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