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POINTS OF CONTACT: THOMAS EAKINS, 
ROBERT HARRIS, AND THE ART OF 
LEON BONNAT 

During a meeting of the Ontario Society of Artists in March of 1885, 
the members present voted that the thanks of the Society be expressed offi­
cially to certain artists who had contributed paintings to the current Art 
Loan Exhibition. Further to this expression of gratitude was the decision 
to grant to these individuals the privilege of honorary membership in the 
Society. 1 

Outstanding among the eight artists named was the American painter 
Thomas Eakins (1844-1916) (fig. 1). Indeed Eakins's participation in the 
1885 Art Loan Exhibition, sponsored by the Ontario Society of Artists, 
and the honour of membership subsequently bestowed upon him, marks a 
significant confluence of the Canadian and American artistic communi­
ties. Greatly respected by the several young Canadian artists who had 
been his students, Eakins was also admired by older Canadian artists who 
shared many of the same aesthetic and stylistic sources and principles. 
Eakins, in turn, demonstrated his respect for his Canadian associates by 
selecting works of deep personal significance for the Toronto exhibition. 

By 1885 Thomas Eakins was best known in Canada as the teacher of 
such promising young Canadian artists as Paul Peel (1860-1892) and 
George Agnew Reid (1860-1947). Eakins's innovative curriculum and 
techniques of art instruction had been widely discussed in the art press 
since the late 1870's. It was probably George Agnew Reid, member in 
good standing of the Ontario Society of Artists, who invited Eakins to 
send his pictures to the 1885 Art Loan Exhibition. Reid had only recently 
resettled in Toronto after two and one-half years' study with Eakins at the 
Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts in Philadelphia. 2 

* * * 
The 1885 Art Loan Exhibition was the first Canadian exhibition to 

which Eakins sent his paintings. He obliged his good friend and former 
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pupil by selecting four of his best: a painting called Pushing for Rail 
(fig. 3), probably one of the pair Eakins had exhibited at the Paris Salon in 
1875; a watercolour of Base Ball Players Practising (fig. 2) of 1875; the 
William Rush Carving his Allegorical Figure of the Schuylkill (fig. 4), 
painted in 1876-7; and a large portrait entitled Elizabeth at the Piano 
(fig. 6) of 1875. Each of these four paintings represented a certain mile­
stone in Eakins's creative development. Together they provided an inci­
sive survey of his artistic interests and career accomplishments. 

Three of the four paintings Eakins sent to Toronto had been exhibited 
frequently in various American cities. The watercolour Base Ball Players 
Practising (fig. 2) was typical of the paintings of male athletes, notably 
professional rowers, with which Eakins first made his name at exhibitions 
in New York and his native Philadelphia during the mid-1870's. 3 The 
painting entitled Pushing for Rail (fig. 3), may well have been one of the 
pair of hunting pictures Eakins submitted successfully to the Paris Salon 
of 1875, thus gaining acceptance in the French artistic fraternity. It was a 
crowning achievement in the early professional career of the young 
American who had laboured for three and a half years, from 1866 to 1870, 
in the teaching ateliers of Paris. 4 

In William Rush Carving his Allegorical Figure of the Schuylkill 
(fig. 4), Eakins composed a personal statement of creative purpose. The 
subject was adapted from a little-known anecdote of local Philadelphia 
history, which told of a certain Miss Van Uxem, a woman of good family, 
who, in 1809, modelled for the wood carver William Rush. Rush had been 
commissioned to create a fountain to decorate the grounds of Philadel­
phia's waterworks Pump House in the city's Centre Square. 5 As a cen­
trepiece to the fountain, he carved the figure of a nymph carrying a bittern 
to symbolize the Schuylkill River that runs through the city of Philadel­
phia and was the city's chief source of fresh water. It was for this figure 
that Miss Van Uxem was said to have posed. Legend does not record that 
she actually posed in the nude, but Eakins portrayed her so in order to em­
phasize the beauty and expressive power of the human figure. 

As modern scholars have pointed out, Eakins's adaptation of the Rush 
story dated from the time of his first appointment to the faculty of the 
Pennsylvania Academy in the mid1870's. 6 Eakins saw Rush as an artistic 
and spiritual forbearer, a man who had also dedicated his talents and his 
teaching to the human figure. The painting became a pictorial response to 

86 



fiB 2 Thoma~ Ea!.ms, 81LSC' Bait PI')"f:n Practising. 1875, w alerwlour, 27.6 II -'2.7 cm, MlCoeUm of An, 
Rhode Island School orDcslBn, Pro'·lCkoct'. RI. J~ Mctcalr.nd Wailer U K,mball FUnd. ( l' hOlo· 
MLlSl'Llm of An. Rhode hlan.d School or DesIgn. Pm"dmcel 

fiB .. ' Thomas Eakon~, PLlShlnS for Ran, 1874. 001 on canus. 33 II 76 .. ' cm. The Mctropolollln MU!ioCum of 
An. Ne .. Vor!.. ArlhLl' 11 Ucam Fund. 1916. (Photo: The Mclmpololan Mu"",um of An. Nrw 

Yo.k.) 

87 



6g 4 Thl>ma\ EaI..IR~, \\ IlUam Rush Ca";ngl-lis Allegorical Figure of IlIe Schu)lklll Rher, 1816-77, Od 
on <;an~a~. ~ I 1 ~ 61 3 <;m. Philadelphia ~useum of Art. Gift 0( ~'" Tlwm:a~ EaJ,"n~ and MI\\ Mar), 
Adelme W,lham\. (I'h"to. I'hlladelphla >oiu.';eum of Art,1 

fig S Waltn" M Dunk, '1en's Urt Class. 1819. Od on oomp05l1lOn board, 26 ~ 32.4 cm. The PC'llnsyl~.ma. 
Au.d.:m) orth.c hne An\. Philadelphia.. Commlo;.,\lOnro b) the A<;adcm). IR7'1 (I'hoto Th .. Ptnn\) 1-
\:am" A .. -adtm) or the FIRe Arh, Phtl;Wclph.a..) 

88 



the resistance Eakins encountered to his own use of the human figure as 
the focus of his teaching. 

* * * 
Eakins had studied at the Pennsylvania Academy during the early 

1860's. In 1877, he was appointed as an instructor at the art school and 
quickly assumed primary teaching duties. Eakins was supported en­
thusiastically by an administration directed by leading members of the lo­
cal business community. By 1882 when he was appointed Director of the 
Academy Schools, Eakins had established a curriculum at the Pennsyl­
vania Academy which many observers considered as the most progressive 
in America. 7 

In 1879, the art and literary critic William C. Brownell noted in his re­
port entitled "The Art Schools of Philadelphia," for Scribner's Monthly, 
that the Pennsylvania Academy's directors "conduct the Philadelphia art 
schools upon an elaborate scale, and provide for art students more advan­
tages, from a material point of view, than can be obtained anywhere else." 
Brownell described a rich and well-organized curriculum which easily sur­
passed the offerings of art schools in other major American cities: 

... Models, male or female, are provided in abundance .... 
Dissections are arranged for to the heart's content of the stu­
dents .... Modeling is cared for as well as painting and draw­
ing. The collection of casts from the antique is larger than 
any in New York. ... The Academy's large collection of en­
gravings and small but useful library are accessible to the stu­
dents. There are two professors of drawing and painting and 
a lecturer on artistic anatomy. One would say, surely, that a 
school with such apparent advantages as these could sustain 
with equanimity the reproach of provincialism, and indeed 
take pride in being 'a kind of family affair'. 8 

It was Eakins who encouraged students, male and female, for the 
Academy was coeducational, to forego the conventional sequence of draw­
ing after casts of antique sculpture thence to life drawing. Rather he fa­
voured painting after the model as soon as possible 9 (fig. 5). "The main 
thing that the brush secures is the instant grasp of the grand construction 
of a figure," Eakins remarked, " ... once that is got, the details follow natu­
rally."1O Classes in clay modelling and a rigorous course of instruction in 
gross anatomy and dissection assisted the students in understanding the 
principles of this "grand construction." Though some observers character-
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ized Eakins's emphasis on structure as clinical and dispassionate, they 
could not fault his thoroughness as a teacher. And the Academy students 
were devoted to him. 

For Canadian art students, the curriculum of the Pennsylvania 
Academy offered unparalleled opportunities for study from the life model. 
Social restrictions against nudity in many Canadian communities severely 
limited professional art study and so the more ambitious and talented of 
Canada's students were forced to emigrate for instruction. George Reid 
had read Brownell's description of the Academy curriculum with excite­
ment. "All this appealed very strongly to me because of its radical charac­
ter and thoroughness and I resolved to continue my training there," he 
later recalled. I ! 

Eakins's painting ofWilliam Rush (fig. 4) was his hommage to a fellow 
Philadelphia artist who had appreciated the beauty of the human form. It 
was also a personal declaration of Eakins's own creative and pedagogical 
principles. Not everyone in Philadelphia agreed with Eakins's methods. So 
strong was Eakins's commitment to study from the nude model, that it ul­
timately proved to be his undoing. In 1886, the Academy administration, 
alarmed by the obsessive single-mindedness of Eakins's teaching, would 
demand his resignation from the faculty.!2 

By sending the Rush painting to the Toronto exhibition, Eakins ex­
pressed his solidarity with Canadian colleagues who had encountered 
similar community resistance to the use of the nude in their art and teach­
ing. To young Canadian colleagues such as George Reid, who had trav­
elled to Eakins's Pennsylvania Academy schools to specifically acquire 
training unavailable in their native country, the William Rush must have 
spoken volumes. 

* * * 
Eakins's fourth contribution to the Toronto exhibition was a portrait, 

entitled Elizabeth at the Piano (fig. 6). Painted in 1875, this study of Eliza­
beth Crowell, sister of the artist's fiancee was one of a series of paintings of 
family members and close friends Eakins produced throughout the 1870's. 
Most of these were not intended for public exhibition, although Eakins 
had included the Elizabeth at the Piano among the five pictures he exhib­
ited in the Fine Arts Section of the Centennial Exhibition at Philadelphia 
in 1876. Since then, however, Eakins had sent the portrait of Elizabeth to 
only one other exhibition. 13 
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fig. 6 Thomas Ealdns, Elizabeth at the Piano, 1875, Oil on canvas, Addison Gallery of American An. Phil­
lip" Academy. Andover. Massachuseus, Gin of anonymous donor. ( l' hoto; Addison Gallery of 
American An, Phillips Academy. Andover.) 
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Just under life-size in scale, the canvas was appreciably larger than the 
other three paintings shown at the Toronto exhibition, and it was painted 
in a startlingly different manner. In the three smaller paintings, Eakins 
constructed his designs with the precise, almost calligraphic brushwork of 
a master draughtsman, building up glazes from a palette limited to earth 
colours to produce a cool, generalized tonality. This technique was 
derived from Eakins's study of works by Thomas Couture (1815-79) as 
well as those of his teacher Jean-Leon Gerome(1824-1904). In Elizabeth at 
the Piano, he showed himself a master of dramatic chiaroscuro, shrouding 
the player and instrument in flickering gas lit shadows energized with 
woven brushstrokes of thick impasto. As a reviewer for the Toronto Globe 
noted admiringly, the painting, though visually somewhat unattractive, 
was a technical tour-de-force: 

... [The painting] is noticeable for the amount of expression 
which the artist has been enabled to impart to the subject by 
the effect of side lights, relieving the gloom and sombre head. 
The undertaking was a bold one, and though admirably car­
ried out and resulting in a picture full of significance and sen­
sibility, does not appeal to the popular taste as strongly as the 
more conventional treatment. The effect is too subtle for the 
appreciation of merely superficial or negligent observers. 14 

Such comments would have been familiar to Eakins, whose works the 
viewing public seldom considered "pretty." But fellow artists could and did 
appreciate the American's abilities. 

Fellow artists would, for example, have recognized the allusions in 
Eakins's paintings to the styles and techniques of the French artists who 
had been his teachers. In the three smaller paintings Eakins included sty­
listic references to the work of his first teacher Jean-Leon Gerome. In the 
portrait of Elizabeth at the Piano, Eakins imitated the work of French 
painter Leon Bonnat(1833-1922), with whom he had studied briefly in 
1869. 

Born in southwestern France, Leon Bonnat had studied in Spain before 
travelling to Paris in 1853 to continue his art studies. At the Salons of the 
later 1850's and early 1860's, Bonnat exhibited religious subjects and 
genre studies of Italian peasant life painted in a robust realist style which 
earned the praise of France's leading critics. By the time young Thomas 
Eakins joined his atelier in 1869, Bonnat was fast becoming an influential 
member of the French art establishment. ls 
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During the 1870's, Bannat acquired a reputation as a painter or star­
(Iingly realistic scenC!io rrom religious history . But it was as a portrait 
painter that Bonnat achieved his greatest celebrity. Beginning in 1877 with 
his portrait or Adolphc Thiers, first President or the Third Republic 

fiB 7 Uon Donnat. Portrait or Adotphe Thlera, L877. OiL on canvas. Musee du Lou.HC. Pans. (Photo Mu­
secs NIIIOI\auJI. Paris.) 
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(fig. 7), Bonnat rapidly came to prominence as the ~official" painter of 
republican France. Wrote one American cntic: 

Till they have seen themselves on Bonnafs canvas, states· 
men doubt their populanlY, authors question their genIUs, 
actresses tremble for their laurels, millionaires suspect their 
influence .... To have been painted by Bonnat is to have 
proved yourself Somebody; to have had the seal set on your 
hard·won reputation; to have won, as 11 were, officia l recogni· 
tlon of your merit , your weight, your talent, your wealth. 16 

A great part of Bonnat"s success as a portraitist can be attributed to his 
meticulous altention to detail. According to one biographer, Bonnat actu· 
ally ca librated the head!. and facial features of his subjects as though he 
were prepa ring an anthropometric diagram. At a time when popular 
philosophers debated theories of racial origins, Bonnat's scientific ap· 

lig. 8 Robert Harns. Ante-Room oUIIe Alellu 801'11'111, Paris, 1882. Oi l on panel. 31.6 x 38" cm, Conreder­
allQll Centre An OaJlel')'.nd Museum. Chllrlonelo .... n. PE. I . 010 of the Roberl lI.rns TI'lI5I. 1965. 
(Photo: Conredc:ntlOfl Cenlre Art Oallery and Musc:um, Ch.rlonetown ) 
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proach was considered appropriately "modern" by patrons and public 
alike. Bonnat combined this painstaking exactitude with a lush painting 
technique, trowelling colour onto his canvases to create vibrant surface 
patterns and textures around the calculated poses of his subjects, to the 
point, some critics noted, that his portraits seemed created from strokes of 
plaster and sand. It was this gestural technique that Eakins imitated in his 
Elizabeth at the Piano. 

Bonnat had begun accepting students in the mid-1860's. He maintained 
two teaching ateliers, one for men in the rue Lavel (fig. 8) and a second for 
women in the rue Caumartin, which he visited on an average of every two 
weeks. Students were required to pay only a nominal fee of 25 francs for 
the model's services. Bonnat's was one of a number of teaching ateliers 
which operated independently of the official government-sponsored Ecole 
des Beaux-Arts. It was especially popular with young foreign artists who 
either could not gain admission to the Ecole ateliers or who desired an al­
ternative curriculum to that of the Ecole. 17 

Little over a month after Eakins arrived, Bonnat closed the atelier in or­
der to make an extended visit to his home town of Bayonne. The American 
was not overly dismayed. Eakins was ambivalent in his opinion of Bonnat 
as a teacher and had decided that prolonged study would probably do him 
little good. 18 He recognized the older man's talent and rapidly growing 
reputation, but was puzzled by Bonnat's shyness and "laissezfaire" ap­
proach to teaching. Soon after leaving Bonnat's atelier Eakins described 
the artist in a letter to his father: 

... He is the most timid man I ever saw in my life & has trou­
ble to join three words together. If you ask him the simplest 
question about what he thinks is the best way to do a thing, 
he won't tell you. He says do it just as you like. He will never 
impose any way of working on his boys & so some commence 
drawing first & some slap on the color first and draw with it 
afterwards smearing it about scraping off & plastering it on 
with a knife or their fingers or any way & others only rub on 
the col or very lightly with their fingers or small brushes & he 
never finds fault with any thing but the result ... .19 

But Eakins's opinion of Bonnat as a teacher did not detract from his 
profound admiration for Bonnat the painter. Like Bonnat, Eakins became 
a devoted student of the seventeenthcentury Spanish masters Velasquez 
and Ribera, and patterned his mature portrait style after works he had 
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studied in Spain during a six-month trip in 1870. Although Eakins left 
Europe for good in 1870, he made an effort to follow the progress of Bon­
nat's art and career in the art press as well as through correspondence with 
friends who had remained in Paris,2o 

One Canadian artist who would have appreciated Eakins's allusions to 
the portrait technique of Leon Bonnat was Robert Harris (1849-1919) 
(fig. 9). A native of Prince Edward Island who had taken his early art 
training with William Rimmer at the Lowell Institute in Boston. Harris 
joined the atelier Bonnat first in 1878.21 Unlike Eakins, however, the 
Canadian was thoroughly satisfied with Bonnat as a teacher, and returned 
for a second year of study in 1881. 

An adept student, Harris followed closely in the footsteps of his French 
mentor when mapping his own career. Upon returning from France in 
1879, Harris established himself in Toronto as a teacher and an organizer. 
By 1881, he was already a past VicePresident and Treasurer of the Ontario 
Society of Artists and a founding member of the Royal Canadian 
Academy. In 1883, Harris's reputation was ensured when he received a 
commission from the federal government to paint Canada's Fathers of 
Confederation, 1883 (Confederation Centre Art Gallery and Museum), a 
group portrait commemorating the constitutional conferences which had 
preceded the creation of the Dominion of Canada in 1867.22 Although also 
a talented genre painter, Harris thereafter was best known as Canada's "of­
ficial" portraitist and until his death in 1919, dutifully recorded the fea­
tures of the young country's leading citizens. 

There is no record that Harris and Eakins ever met. However, the two 
artists certainly were known to each other. Even before his first trip to 
Paris, Harris would have encountered Eakins's name in exhibition reviews 
from New York and other American cities.23 And in the atelier Bonnat, 
Harris could have heard mention of Eakins from such longtime American 
habitues as Edwin Howland Blashfield, who had known Eakins since the 
late 1860's,24 

But it was as a fellow teacher that Harris was most familiar with Eakins 
and his work. As an instructor at the Ontario School of Art from 1879 to 
1881, Harris introduced his students to the broad painterly technique he 
had learned in Bonnat's atelier. One of these students was George Agnew 
Reid, who described Harris's teaching approach: 
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fig. 9 Roben Harris, Self· Portrail, undated, Watercolour on pIIpcr. 27.1 Jl 20.2 cm. Confederation Centre 
ATI Gallery and Museum, Charlouetown. P.E.I., Gift of the R()bel1 HlIrris Trust, 1965. (l'h010; 
Conf~odeflldoll Centre Art Galler~ and Museum. ChnrloHelown.) 
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broadly simplified, could be resolved into finer and finer 
planes and masses until every detail could be pursued and 
given its proper proportion and value .... 
In later years, when I went to Paris to study, I recognized 
this as the French method, as the professors constantly used 
the expressions 'Les valeurs,' 'le ton vaste,' 'Dessinee par la 
masse.' Draw or paint by mass and observe the exact tone or 
the values.25 

When George Reid read about Thomas Eakins's teaching methods in 
Scribner's Monthly, he thought them radical and innovative. Robert Har­
ris would have recognized a fellow student from the Paris ateliers. More­
over Harris probably encouraged Reid to move south and enrol at 
Eakins's school as the next best thing to study in Paris. It cannot be simple 
coincidence that Reid enrolled at the Pennsylvania Academy within a year 
of Harris's departure from Toronto for Paris late in 1881. 

After returning from his second Paris trip in 1882, Robert Harris 
moved to Montreal. Here he continued to maintain ties with his friends 
and associates in Toronto, most notably with Reid. Evidence exists that 
Harris not only visited the Art Loan Exhibition during March of 1885, but 
that he paid particular attention to the four paintings sent by Thomas 
Eakins. Indeed, we know that Harris studied Eakins's Elizabeth at the 
Piano, because he copied it. A year later, in 1886, while working in Eng­
land, Harris painted his now well-known picture entitled Harmony 
(fig. 10). A portrait of his young wife Elizabeth, at the piano, Harris's com­
position echoed Eakins's portrait in subject and design. 

Harris's decision to adapt Eakins's portrait in his own work indicates 
the Canadian's high regard for his American colleague. In fact, Harris 
may have been responding to a conscious gesture by the American. When 
invited to send paintings to the Toronto exhibition, Eakins had selected 
four which communicated specific ideas to his Canadian audience. The 
two sporting pictures documented the artist's public career as painter­
exhibitor. In the William Rush, also one of his best-known exhibition pic­
tures, Eakins articulated his teaching philosophy and his desire for crea­
tive solidarity within the artistic community. 

Elizabeth at the Piano, by comparison, was a private family picture, not 
at all typical of the exhibition portraits for which Eakins was well-known. 
Why then did Eakins send it to Toronto? Eakins's inclusion of the portrait 
seems an anomaly until we recall Robert Harris's response to this picture 
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in particular. Eakins's strongest connection to Canada was his close 
friendship with George Agnew Reid. Through Reid, Eakins would have 
known of Harris, a fellow teacher and student of Bonnat. What better way 
to acknowledge Harris than by sending the painting that most effectively 
communicated Eakins's own regard for the French artist who had inspired 
Harris's teaching and art: Leon Bonnat. 

Notes 

Elizabeth Milroy 
Assistant Professor 

Wesleyan University 

Archives of Ontario, Toronto, Ontario Society of Artists Papers, Minutes for meeting of 2 
March, 1885. The individuals nominated for honorary membership were: Mrs. Alex Cameron, 
Thomas Eakins, W. Scott, Russel Inglis, C. Nelson, J. Spooner, E.J. Jarvis and W. Townsend. How­
ever, Inglis, Jarvis and Townsend do not appear on any subsequent published lists of the Ontario So­
ciety of Artists' honorary members. 

2 Eakins may also have been contacted by OSA member Otto Jacobi during the early 1880's, who 
was then residing in Philadelphia. There is no direct evidence that Eakins and Jacobi were acquainted. 
However, it is noteworthy that both artists travelled from Philadelphia west to the Dakota Territory 
during 1886. 
3 Eakins's submissions to the Art Loan Exhibition are listed in a review of the exhibition published 

in The Globe on 3 March, 1885. For Eakins's work in watercolour, and the popularity of watercolour 
painting in general in the United States during the 1870's and 1880's, see Kathleen A. FOSTER, 
"Makers of the American Watercolour Movement: 1860-1890" (Ph.D. dissertation, Yale University, 
1982). 
4 Eakins enrolled in the atelier of Jean-Leon Gerome at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in early October 

of 1866. He attended intermittently until 1869, although he failed to matriculate and gain admission to 
the Eco1e proper. During those years, Gerome was frequently absent and his atelier was supervised by 
Gustave Boulanger. Eakins also worked briefly in the sculpture atelier of Augustin Dumont and fi­
nally with Leon Bonnat. See Elizabeth MILROY, ''Thomas Eakins's Artistic Training, 1860-1870," 
(Ph.D. dissertation, University of Pennsylvania, 1986). 

5 The Pump House, which began operation in 1801, had been designed and constructed by the 
English architect Benjamin Latrobe. For the history of Rush's commission, and Eakins's knowledge of 
the appreciation of his predecessor's works, see Linda BANTEL, et al. William Rush. American 

100 



Sculptor (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts, 1982) pp. 9-30 passim, pp. 31-46 
passim and pp. 114-117. 

6 This version of William Rush . .. was the first in a series of paintings on a theme to which Eakins 
would return throughout his career. See Darrel SEWELL, Thomas Eakins: Artist of Philadelphia 
(Philadelphia: Philadelphia Museum of Art, 1982), chap. VI, and Elizabeth JOHNS, Thomas Eakins; 
The Heroism of Modern Life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), chap. 4. 
7 Several articles and reports concerning Eakins's innovations at the Pennsylvania Academy of the 

Fine Arts appeared in the American art press during the early 1880's. The most notable were BROW­
NELL's "The Art Schools of Philadelphia," published in the September, 1879, issue of Scribner's 
Monthly and the article by Fairman ROGERS, entitled "The Schools of the Pennsylvania Academy of 
the Fine Arts," which appeared in The Penn Monthly in June of 1881. Rogers was Chairman of the 
Committee on Schools of the Pennsylvania Academy and Eakins's strongest ally. News of Eakins's 
teaching reached Paris in the report on L 'enseignement du dessin aux Etat- Unis d'Amerique written by 
Felix REGAMEY and published in 1881. Much of this report was borrowed from Brownell's account. 
8 William C. BROWNELL, "The Art Schools of Philadelphia," Scribner's Monthly, 18 (Septem-

ber, 1879), p.738. 
9 While Eakins's teaching methods were a novelty in North American art schools, contemporaries 

who, like Eakins, had studied in Paris, recognized the French sources of his innovations. Indeed, 
Eakins's chief ally in the Pennsylvania Academy administration, Fairman Rogers, advertised these 
sources in his 1881 article: 

... The [Academy] schools are organized much as they would be by a club of artists who had 
associated themselves for the purpose of providing rooms, models and an instructor or critic, as 
is done by the Art Students' League in New York, [and] the principal schools in Paris outside 
the government schools, such as Bonnat's [and] Carolus-Duran's, etc. 

Fairman ROGERS, pp. 453-454. 
10 Ibid., p.141. 
II George REID to E.L. Babcock, 4 December, 1939. Quoted in Christine BOY ANOSKI, Sympa­
thetic Realism; Geoge Reid and the Academic Tradition (Toronto: Art Gallery of Ontario, 1986), p.16. 
12 For nineteenth-century Philadelphia's prudish attitudes to the nude, see JOHNS, pp. 102-103. 
The exact circumstances of Eakins's resignation are still unclear although explanations, scholarly and 
spurious, abound. However, analysis of the personal papers and documents relating specifically to 
Eakins's tenure and resignation from the Academy which were recovered recently in Philadelphia 
should shed some light on the incident. Charles Bregler's Thomas Eakins Collection, Pennsylvania 
Academy of the Fine Arts, Philadelphia, P A. 
13 Eakins's sixth entry to the Philadelphia Centennial, the controversial Gross Clinic, was displayed 
in the Model Post Hospital, part of the Medical Department exhibits. See JOHNS, chap. 3. Eakins ex­
hibited a painting, called only At the Piano, that may have been the portrait of Elizabeth, at the Third 
Annual Exhibition of the Society of American Artists in New York in 1880. 
14 "Art Loan Exhibition," The Globe 3 March, 1885, p.6. 
15 Emile ZOLA later would call Bonnat "le plus puissant et le plus soli de de nos peintres," in his re-
view of "L'Ecole fran9aise a l'exposition de 1878 ... " for the Messager de ['Europe, reprinted in Salons, 
recueillis, annotes et presentes, ed. by F.W.J. HEMMINGS et al (Geneva: E. Droz, 1959), p.208. 
16 [ISHMAEL], "French Painters 'Chez Eux.' Ill," The Illustrated American, 27 September 1890, 
p.609. 
17 In fact, many independent teachers, including Bonnat, had close ties to the Ecole, often substitut­
ing for absent teachers and serving on various competition juries. Bonnat was appointed to the Ecole 
faculty in 1888 and appointed director of the school in 1905. For a survey of one group ofBonnat's stu­
dents, see Henri USSELMAN, "Leon Bonnat, d'apres les temoignages de ses eleves nordiques," in 
Konsthistorisk tidskrift, 2 (1986), pp. 67-76. 
18 Eakins was familiar with Bonnat and his work long before enrolling at the atelier because several 
of his American acquaintances had chosen to attend the independent atelier rather than affiliating 
themselves with studios at the Ecole. Eakins's childhood friend William Sartain had been working at 
Bonnat's for several months by the summer of 1869 and Eakins may simply have wanted to join his 
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friend during yet another of Gerome's absences from the EcoJe. See MILROY. Eakins first mentions 
his move to the independent atelier in a letter to his mother dated 3 August, 1869. Charles Bregler's 
Thomas Eakins Collection. 
19 Thomas EAKINS to Benjamin Eakins, 8 September 1869. Transcription by Lloyd Goodrich. 
Lloyd and Edith Havens Goodrich Collection, Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
20 In 1880, Eakins produced one of his most powerful, if idiosyncratic images, a painting of The 
Crucifixion, in direct emulation of Bonnat's celebrated canvas of 1874 for the Palais de Justice in Paris. 
The Crucifixion is now in the collection of the Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
21 For a biography of Harris, see Moncrieff WILLIAMSON, Island Painter: the Life of Robert 
Harris (18491919) (Chariottetown: Ragweed Press, 1983). An extensive catalogue of the artist's works 
is included in WILLIAMSON, Robert Harris (Ottawa: The National Gallery of Canada, 1973). 
22 Harris's monumental portrait was lost when fire destroyed the Parliament Buildings in 1916. 
23 There is a popular misconception that Eakins was generally ignored by the critical press of his 
day. While this is true of his later career, during the 1870's and early 1880's, Eakins was a frequent 
contributor to major American exhibitions. His powerful brand of realism often sparked discussion 
and controversy in newspaper and magazine reviews. 
24 Edwin Howland Blashfield (1848-1936) attended the atelier Bonnat from 1867 to 1870 and again 
from 1874 to 1880. Upon his return to the United States, he became best known as a mural painter, do­
ing work at various American state Capitols as well as at the Library of Congress in Washington. 
Eakins mentions Blashfield in letters home from Paris in 1867 and in 1869. Eakins Research Collec­
tion, Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
25 Quoted in WILLIAMSON, Island Painter, 1983, pp. 70-71. 
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Resume 

THOMAS EAKINS, ROBERT HARRIS ET L'ART 
DE LEON BONNAT 

A la fin des annees 1870, et au debut des annees 1880, plusieurs jeunes artistes 
canadiens allerent a Philadelphie suivre les cours du peintre americain Thomas 
Eakins, a la Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. En retour, Eakins envoya 
quatre tableaux a une exposition organisee en 1885, a Toronto, par l'Ontario So­
ciety of Artists. 

Chacune de ces oeuvres representait une periode particuliere dans l'evolution 
de son art. Reunies, elles formaient un tableau saisissant de ses interets artistiques 
aussi bien que des etapes de sa carriere, et temoignaient de son estime pour les ar­
tistes canadiens de son temps. Deux scenes sportives Base Ball Players Practising 
et Pushing for Rail, toutes deux executees en 1875, avaient deja ete presentees 
dans diverses expositions aux Etats-Unis et en Europe. Un troisieme tableau, Wil­
liam Rush Carving his Allegorical Figure of the Schuylkill, une de ses oeuvres les 
plus importantes et les mieux connues, rappelle un episode de la vie d'un de ses 
predecesseurs a Philadelphie, le sculpteur William Rush. Ce tableau, dont l'idee 
lui etait venue peu apres qu'il eut commence a enseigner a la Pennsylvania Aca­
demy, etait, en quelque sorte, un manifeste de sa philosophie de l'enseignement de 
l'art et de son desir de solidarite entre les artistes d'Amerique du Nord. 

La quatrieme oeuvre presentee etait un portrait intitule Elizabeth at the Piano, 
peint a la maniere du portraitiste franc;ais Leon Bonnat avec qui il avait etudie a 
Paris. 11 se peut fort bien qu'Eakins ait envoye ce tableau a Toronto dans l'inten­
tion precise de communiquer un message au peintre canadien Robert Harris. Ce 
dernier avait, lui aussi, etudie avec Bonnat. De plus, il avait ete le maitre de 
George Agnew Reid, artiste canadien qui s'etait lie d'amitie avec Eakins pendant 
ses etudes a Philadelphie, et qui a fort bien pu inviter le peintre americain a pre­
senter ses oeuvres a Toronto. Nous savons que Harris connaissait Elizabeth at the 
Piano car, un an plus tard, il reprenait, en l'adaptant, la composition d'Eakins 
dans son tableau bien connu Harmony. Consciente ou non, cette adaptation etait 
une reponse appropriee au geste d'amitie de l'artiste americain. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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DA VID MILNE: "SUBJECT PICTURES" 

During the Second World War, after almost forty years of selecting his 
subjects from his surroundings, David Milne began to invent idiosyncratic 
subject matter for his paintings. The resulting pictures, mostly water­
colours, are often called "fantasy paintings" in the literature and they are 
fascinating for their complexity of thought, their humour and their resist­
ance to interpretation. They are, overall, syntheses of elements from both 
the modern world and the past, and many have Christian allusions. They 
reflect the fact that Milne, although not involved in organized religion, 
had been raised as a Christian and over the years had become a dedicated 
reader of the Bible. 

John O'Brian devoted the last ten pages of his book David Milne and the 
Modern Tradition of Painting to these pictures. He explores possible 
sources of their imagery in Milne's life at that time: the documented devel­
opment of the artist's interest in the Bible, in Giotto's painting, in T.S. 
Eliot's writing and in children's art; the three-year wartime visit to 
Toronto of Wyndham Lewis, who was known for his fantasy paintings; 
the birth of Milne's son in 1941; and his return to watercolour after over a 
decade of working only in oil. 1 

In O'Brian's view, these works produced late in Milne's career ran 
"against the current of modern art to which he had attached himself." 2 

Certainly, when he reached full artistic maturity at Boston Corners, New 
York during the First World War, he was working directly from nature in 
the tradition of Monet. Milne's writings from the Boston Corners period, 
and for the rest of his life were, as O'Brian demonstrated, essentially the 
writings of a modernist, locating the meaning of a painting in its formal as­
pects rather than in its content. The new "subject pictures," as Milne called 
them, with all their narrative elements, may appear then to have broken 
away from the international modernist context that was so much a part of 
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his commitment to art. In fact they are important, natural developments 
within that context. 

Milne introduced the new pictures as curiosities, "not much to look at 
but interesting to do: ) Almost everyone of the subject picture themes 
found expression in a group of pictures rather than in a slllgle image. In 
the case of King. Queen and Jokers. the content evolved considerably as 
Milne worked through more than a dozen versions produced between 
1941 and 1944. Inspired by sketches he had made in 1941 from a book on 
early playing cards. these paintings arc of royalty posed as for a photo· 
graph in fronl ofa wall: king and queen central , jokers at the sides. Afler 
the first few paintings he added a man and woman in 1940's clothing to 
this royal group; in some versions framed playing·card portraits appear on 
Ihe wall. Throughoul most of the series four angels hover symmetrically 
above. Ihe outer two in nightshirts: "call these jokers, too, " Milne wrote. 4 

Taken together the motifs of the subject pictures show a development 
from 1941 , when they first appeared alongside his usual landscapes, still 
IIfes and interiors, ulltilthe end of his career in 1952. The earliest themes 
are oftcn the lightest and most whimsical in character. Noah alld the Ark 
alld Mt. Araral. 1941-42, shows Noah as a tiny figure in a suit and bowler 

fig I Da~Jd Mllnc. Thc Sainl, No. 4,1942, Walcrrolouro'cr graphucon wo'c p:lpcr, )8,)'\ 55.2 cm. Na· 
hOflal Gallery 0( Canada. OIlal''2I. (Photo: Nallonal GIIIery of Canada. OItal"lI) 
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hat, holding an umbrella and standing near a mlluaturlzed Mount 
Ararat. S Much more prominent are the many ammals whIch give the pic­
tures a sprightly character, filling most or their surfaces with a horror 
vacuu; effect. The equally rancirul Return/rom a Voyage series reatures the 
Old Testament figure Jonah. arriving at Toronlo's Union Station, describ­
ing his trip with the aid or whale diagrams to a group or reporters. One 
other series fits naturally with these although its subject is not directly bib­
lical and not about a Journey. In the Saitll, 1941-44 (fig. I), a large reading 
'saml' In monk's habIt walks in a peacerul procession WIth some or the ex­
otic animals rrom Noah. In rront or a campsite at the edge or a Canadian 
rorest. 

The !oubject piclUres with which Milne occupied himselrror the longest 
time, six years rrom 1941 on, were images or Christ above a landscape. 
More than rorty exist. Some or these are Ascensions, in which Christ. 
dressed III a bIblical cloak, rises rrom a village or vaguely Eastern bUlldmgs 
like those in the first subject picture Milne painted. SI/OW ill Bethlehem 
(Art Gallery or Ontario) or 1941. The chronological counterpans 10 the 
Ascensions are Resurrection (fig. 2) and Day or Judgement Imag~: 
Chnst returns to earth now III a bowler hat. sometImes noallng With hiS 

fi, 2 Daud M,lnC'. Rnurrfftt- 1'0. 2. 1943. W ... ~n:olouron paper, n 6 ... S~ 9 cm, An G_11ay ofOn­
I_no, TOf"QIlI O, GIn rmm IhC' Douglllli M Duncan Collttlion. 1970 (phoIo: An G_lIery ofOnlano. 
Toronto.) 
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angcls ovcr what appears to be an Ontano village scenc. Mary alld Mar­
tlw. 1945. is another biblical narrative \\ith a contemporary selling: a din­
ner pany in a room decorated with pamtings; Christ, weanng a suit, is 
looking al the art (one version [pnv. coiL] is subtitlcd The Connoisseur'). 

MlInc's painting activity slowed in the late 1940's, and he did not paint 
subject pictures from 1947 to 1950. When he began them again. he wrote 
to his agcnt Douglas Duncan that "the only live interest is there." 6 These 
last subjcct pictures often have Temptation themes and arc morc enig­
matic and less whimsical than the early religiolls image<.. In Templer wilh 
Cosmetics. 1952 (fig. J), some of the familiar angels tryout cosmetics ped­
dled by a man ill a bowler hat. Anolher Generatiol/, 1952 (Winnipeg Art 
Gallery), is a type of Resurrection picture, but it is linked to the Tempter 
wilh Cosmetics by the angels and a woman who prepares to meet her 
maker by pUlling on lipstick; ~this is what interests the angel",~ Milne 
wrote. 7 The final Temptation theme, and the artist's last group of paim­
ings, was Fruil of the Tree. 1952, in which Eve (Milnc's only nudc) sits 
with Adam al a table outdoors among rocks, a serpent crawling near 
Adam's fccl. 

liS 3 Da"d Mllnc:. Templei'" "ilh Cosmelics. 1952. WatC"Tcolour 011 paper. ~5.2 x 15.3 cm. Asnl."i Ethenn,· 
Ion Arl Centre', Qu«n.~ Un,\efS,ly, Kmgslon. G,ft from the Do....sJ.oos M Dunnn Collecllon, 1970 
(l'hoIo Agncs E1IKnnSton An Centre. Kmgston.) 
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The series called Paraculin is a secular one, based on a Mexican volcano 
which was ramous rrom its birth in 1943 until its spectacular 'dying' in 
February 1952. A week after the last explosions rrom its 4OO-root cone, 
Milne started his first Paracutin painting. The volcano appears curiously 
small in Milne's pictures, smaller than the single figure ora woman who is 
always seen running away rrom it; and the landscape reatures small ani­
mals. many or which are prairie dogs, according 10 Milne's diary. 8 

These odd pictures are not in any way a reversal orwhat Milne had been 
doing previously, rather they are quite the opposite. He concerned himselr 

fig. 4 David Milnc, Doorway or the Painting House, 1921, Drybrush watercolour over graphite. on wove 
paper. 40.85 " 40.85 cm, Nauonal GlIllery of Canada, Ottawa. (Photo: Nlltional Gallery of Canada. 
011I1W3.) 
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greatly with continuity, wanting each of his pictures to reflect the progress 
of preceding ones; change in his work was constant but slow, never lightly 
made. If we look back at his work and his writings from the twenties and 
thirties, we can see that his initially reserved attitude toward content 
broadened gradually throughout those decades. 

Even before Milne left the Boston Corners region in 1923 a slight shift 
had occurred. Doorway of the Painting House (fig. 4) from January 1921 
recalls his earlier interiors, except that there are now important fore­
ground elements, the table and a workbench, holding such every day ob­
jects as his hatchet and frying pan. These direct signs of his presence make 
the painting's content slightly more personal than previously. 

Other pictures done that year also have slightly unusual content. In 
Painter by the Brook (Milne Family CoIl.) and Black Waterfall (Milne 
Family ColI.), both of which may be self-portraits, an artist stands at his 
easel suggesting a sort of camouflaged figure in the forest. That December, 
among a group of sparsely drawn and coloured still lifes, appeared a 
watercolour called Window and Easel (Mira Godard ColI.), using a pic­
ture-within-a-picture device, with the image reproduced on an easel. 
Milne had written to James Clarke that summer that he was working with 
"the theory that one subject is as good as another," 9 expressing in one 
sense the modernist idea that choice of subject did not affect the quality of 
a picture. In another sense, though, the statement suggests that the artist 
was consciously allowing himself to explore new subject matter. 

At the end of the twenties Milne spent an unusually long time on the se­
ries called Painting Place; he eventually produced three oils and two dry­
point etchings between 1926 and 1930,10 It was one of his first instances of 
success with painting and repainting in the studio rather than working en­
tirely from nature, and this was important to the overall direction his work 
was beginning to take. Painting Place is generally based on the Boston 
Corners landscapes which were among his most strongly formalist works. 
However, it has a new element: a bold foreground where Milne recorded 
his own presence much as in Doorway of the Painting House, by depicting a 
few familiar objects he had with him when he painted. 

He used similar objects in many later stilllifes, including the water lily 
paintings he produced when he moved back to Canada and camped at 
Lake Temagami in northern Ontario for the summer of 1929. In these 
works the objects sometimes appeared in notably incongruous combina­
tions with other elements. For all the beautiful formal harmony of Water 
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Lilies alld the SUllday Paper (fig. S). ror example, It" content, the Juxtapo­
sition or the Jar or lilies with the comic strip pages, remains one or the pic­
ture's mOSI capllvatmg aspects. 

In one or Mllne's ravouTlte books, Mode", Pailller_~ by thc mnctcenth 
century critic John Ruskm, this magical combllllllg or elements is seen as 
one orthc highest act!. orthe human mind. Ruskin thought thal by ~mys­
terious and inexplicable· means, the imagmatlon mo{hfie\ the content ora 
work orart through various runctions, the first orwhlch I" the combming 
or associative runction. The imagination puts together two or more appar­
ently unrelated elemcnts and in ract, the stranger the choice or the ele­
ments, the beller fhe process works: ~whalever rude maller it receive!.. it 
instantly \0 arrange\ thaflt comes right: all thing ... rail into Ihclr place. and 
appear in that place perrect, userul, and evidently not to bc spared .... "11 

~I' Da.1d ~t.l~. \hlu Lilies.nII the Mildly PIper. tQ2Q, Od on can~II..'" ~ L 1 ... III 3 cm. llan House. 
Um'cr<;uy orTOTontO. (Photo: TDF Antsts Lld. Toronto,) 

IIQ 



Milne's imaginative selection of subject matter for the water lily paint­
ings was largely responsible for their brilliance, and it was this same qual­
ity, intensifying and constantly evolving, that led to the "subject pictures." 
There were more stilllifes using remarkable combinations of ordinary ob­
jects throughout the 1930's, and just before he began the first series of sub­
ject pictures, he carried the process a step further by introducing images 
that seem by themselves to be fantastic such as in Chickens on the Table­
cloth, 1940 (Milne Family CoiL). 

Milne's painting methods were also evolving. In August of 1933 he had 
written to his friend Clarke that he was tempted to paint a night picture 
with firelight. To do this he would have to give up working directly from 
nature and make a pencil sketch and otherwise save the image in his mem­
ory to be painted the next day. Milne had been repainting pictures such as 
Painting Place in the studio ever since his first winter back in Canada. This 
new interest in starting a painting indoors was a further move towards em­
phasizing what the mind rather than the eye sees. "I have got a little used 
to this method in doing clouds at Palgrave," he added. "Because they 
changed so quickly I usually made pencil drawings, then settled down to 
the painting after the clouds had gone."12 Two months later Milne wrote 
Clarke a letter of the greatest significance for the future development of 
the subject pictures: 

... there has been what promises to be a rather curious devel­
opment, for me. Subject - that is story has played about as 
little a part with me as with anyone I know; yet this direction 
has to do with subject. More accurately, and stranger still, 
with titles. Titles to me have been handles, recognition marks 
for my own convenience, and fastened on after the pictures 
were painted, usually when they were sent out somewhere. 

Now here is one under way that is born with a title, 'The 
Alder Branch'. Nothing unusual in the title, nothing unusual 
in the subject. ... Absolutely no new motive, but a con­
sciousness of subject or rather title. There are several others 
that I have in mind but haven't painted. 'The Trail 
Marker' .... I seem to be fascinated by these minor parts of 
the picture, while conscious that the chief color and value in­
terest is in the surroundings .... Perhaps a part of the direc­
tiClll I think I spoke of in another letter, a tendency to enrich 
rr.y painting method by using various outlines and lack of 

111 



outlines, rather than to develop new motives. A desire, too, 
to work longer and larger on one subject, and to work at it in­
side - away from the material. I don't know what there will 
be in it but it is a welcome direction, a sort of popular direc­
tion, and there has been little of the popular in my stuff up to 
date - judging by results. However I have a playful side­
which just falls short of humor.13 

Milne did start to paint subjects along these lines and also started paint­
ing night pictures in the studio from sketches, for example, Northern 
Lights, 1935 (priv. coll.). These show, in the absence of description and in 
the intensity of the subject elements, the effects of retrieving an image that 
has been transformed by memory and imagination. By the forties he was 
working consistently from sketches and memory. Milne believed that it 
was probably this tendency that led him in the direction of the subject pic­
tures. In fact it was also the reverse, a growing interest in subject that led 
to the change of working method. 

A strong desire for freedom seemed to be behind particular homages 
Milne paid at this point to earlier artists. It was their imaginative power, a 
quality of inventiveness within formal limitations that impressed him. 
Giotto, for instance, a favourite of a great many modernists, was men­
tioned for his "endlessly inventive" architectural forms, as well as for the 
powerful positive shapes of his skies and his direct unsentimental composi­
tions.14 Milne also shared with countless European and North American 
artists of this century an admiration for the art of children, with their free­
dom from hesitation, external objectives and habits of mind and hand. 15 

"At Easter when I stopped in at the school," Milne wrote to his sometime 
patron Alice Massey in 1937, "the teacher asked me to draw an easter pic­
ture on the board. I wouldn't, so she got her two youngest pupils to do 
one .... The next time I went over I saw it. Thrilling, much better than 
anything I could do. I have used it in a picture. "16 

That same year Milne, who had been painting only in oil since the 
mid-1920's, again took up the lighter medium of watercolour; this would 
also have had a strong liberating effect on his work, as John O'Brian men­
tioned.I 7 There then appeared an important series of watercolours called 
Good-bye to a Teacher, 1938-39, connected to Milne's short-term experi­
ment with children's art. The series "produced a whole flock of interesting 
problems," he wrote to Alice Massey in 1939,18 mostly because of its very 
human subject: 
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I have some similar ones more or less planned but have no 
idea when they will be done or whether they will ever be 
done. There is one 'Passenger List' or 'Bill of Lading' - thats 
Noah sketching off his list while the animals pass into the 
ark. Not funny, but easy, light, natural. In any of these I 
don't go outside my own experience for material. Noah is 
just any ordinary person. I don't go to a book to see what the 
animals are like, I just take what I already have in my mind. 
'Christ in the Wilderness,' the wilderness is right round Six 
Mile Lake with a canoe and a campfire and smoke and stars -
and maybe northern lights. 'The Annointing of Christ.' No 

annointing, because I have no experience with anything of 
that kind. Just Lazarus and some other men - disciples and 
Martha and a very earthly - human - Mary and an earthly­
human again - Christ and a supper table, which would be 
not unlike my own. 19 

And so ideas for the subject pictures appeared after years of subtle devel­
opments in medium and subject matter had brought Milne to this point. 
"About the only advantage of these things," he suggested to Mrs. Massey, 
"is that they allow great freedom in arrangement." It was the freedom he 
had been longing for as a painter. 

When Milne wrote to Mrs. Massey about those first ideas for what 
would become subject pictures, he was just coming to the end of six years 
alone in his cabin at Six Mile Lake, Ontario, and he now had the welcome 
company of "Wyb," Kathleen Pavey, with whom he would spend the rest 
of his life. Soon they shared an apartment in Toronto, and Milne, describ­
ing his work in 1940, wrote with contentment, "Many of the interiors have 
a figure in them knitting, sewing, smoking, reading the morning papers, 
washing dishes, or just sitting or standing. Thats Wyb .... Thats Wyb who 
is also supposed to pose for the long contemplated Noah - for Noah, and 
Mrs. Noah and maybe all the animals. Also for St. Francis."2o 

Beyond being a joke, these lines bring the subject pictures into the con· 
text of emotional warmth that was in such contrast to Milne's life at Six 
Mile Lake, a warmth reflected in the gentle humour of the visual details of 
the pictures. The Saint, Noah, and Jonah represent a final shift from the 
exterior world toward the personal world of memory and imagination: the 
Saint is alone in the wilderness, Noah has just landed after a long, rigou­
rous time of being 'at sea,' and Jonah finds himself returned to civilization 
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after an abrupt removal from it. They may also, if! can extrapolate from a 
comment made by literary critic Eli Mandel, be particularly Canadian: 
"The shape of a pastoral emerges in Biblical parallels and images in 
Canadian poetry (a myth of city, garden, wilderness) and in the figures of 
wanderers, voyageurs, boatmen, and mirrored selves."21 

Without rejecting modernism or giving up the complex of ideas he had 
worked from for so long, Milne could embody more and more of his 
humanity in his work as it grew. This deepening of content, gradual as it 
was in his case, occurred in the work of other modernist painters, and it 
had to do with larger patterns in North American art of the thirties and 
forties. The central content of the subject pictures is the figure, which 
stands not as a formal model, but rather as a vehicle for the imagination, a 
way to express, or at least hint at, profound human meaning. There was a 
general impulse in this direction among artists and critics, related at least 
in some instances to the Second World War and preceding events. In the 
1939 Canadian Forum article "Canadian Art: Man vs. Landscape," Barker 
Fairley declared, "It is scarcely too much to say that Canadians have 
ceased to expect a painting of humanity to affect them humanly .... Ought 
not the painting of humanity to draw ahead of the landscape, to take pri­
ority over it? Ought it not do so in any age and especially in this age of in­
tense human conflict and suffering and innovation?"22 And earlier, review­
ing, the 1936 Year Book of the Arts, Fairley had complained similarly that 
the painting represented in the book offered: 

little sense of the contemporary world, the world of Picasso 
and Henry Moore, torn by revolutions and seeking after fun­
damentals. For my part I should like to flood the minds of 
Canadian artists with all the contemporary whirlpools in the 
hope that in this way satire and conflict and imagination 
might get into their work and give it new life.23 

Northrop Frye, in writing about an exhibition of Canadian watercolours 
in 1940, applauded tentative indications "that Canadian eyes are slowly 
rising from the vegetable kingdom into human life. "24 The presence of hu­
mour and a related sense of "the importance of the random impression" 
which he found in a Milne still life, interested Frye particularly as a sign of 
this change. 

In the United States, John Marin and Marsden Hartley, for example, 
had phases of producing the type of work encouraged by Fairley and Frye. 
In Canada there is some work by modernists apart from Milne that could 
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be considered part of this tendency (the work of the generation maturing 
in Quebec and elsewhere under the direct influence of surrealism must be 
set apart as a separate phenomenon). Pegi Nicol McLeod's figure paint­
ings of the thirties and forties occasionally include fantastic elements. 
Goodridge Roberts did humorous and eccentric figure drawings in the 
thirties, and in 1945 he exhibited a gouache called Nursery Fantasy No. 1, 
which is actually a battle scene.25 Frederick Varley's famous Liberation, 
painted in 1937 (AGO) and again in 1943 (priv. col1.), is an enigmatic 
Christ-like figure which has been seen as a spiritual self-portrait.26 

Another picture, Mirror of Thought, 1937 (Art Gallery of Greater Vic­
toria), has caught Varley's face, according to Joyce Zemans, "as if acciden­
tally, in a shaving mirror hung against the crossbar of the window frame: 
the artist as Christ. "27 Arthur Lismer began in 1940 and continued 
throughout the war to draw and paint strongly narrative arrangements of 
"bits of fishermen's gear"28 on Cape Breton wharfs, images that occasion­
ally expanded to include figures as well. Lismer, in fact, had been one of 
the three painters Northrop Frye had commended for introducing hu­
mour into Canadian art in his 1940 article on watercolours. 

Many North American artists like Milne who had deep roots in the 
European modernist tradition would eventually expand their personal aes­
thetic contexts to make room for more imaginative human content. In do­
ing so they did not regress to older attitudes to the figure, as the American 
Scene painters and other realists had done. Imaginative human content 
had of course belonged to some modernist art from its European begin­
nings, especially the work of artists like Gauguin and Rouault. The latter, 
in fact, had a very strong presence in North America at the time of Milne's 
subject pictures, and there are strong affinities between such Rouault sub­
jects as the Biblical landscapes and Milne's subject pictures. 

The expansive outlook Milne had toward painting by the early forties 
revealed itself clearly in an essay which he wrote but did not publish, 
called Aesthetic Agents. 29 It is a defense of the ideas that enabled him to go 
beyond narrowly formal ways of looking at and making art, without at all 
denying them. He still insisted that the basic "aesthetic agents" were "line 
(one way of saying shape) colour (dark or light or of different hues) texture 
(an intimate combination of shape and colour) arrangement (the placing 
of shapes on a flat surface and the use of the blank surface itself)." How­
ever, he now mentioned other elements that could be aesthetic agents, and 
these were the reason for writing the essay. First, there was the use of the 
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third dimension. Milne wrote about Monet as a radical precedent for mod­
ern artists, a painter who stripped painting down to a frank declaration of 
its essential, two-dimensional elements. 

Using these terms Milne then called Cezanne a "counterrevolutionary" 
because of his "desire for solidity." According to Milne, Cezanne made a 
"purely aesthetic use" of the third dimension not to give any illusion of 
volume, but to emphasize shapes and give density to a picture. Milne was 
well aware that by putting Cezanne, the hero of arch-modernist critics 
Roger Fry and Clive Bell, into the argument this way, he was denying as 
strongly as he could the validity of defining modernism strictly in terms of 
the picture as a flat surface. 

Another potential aesthetic agent Milne named, one that was central to 
his new painting, was recognition: 

Without going into the question of whether painters have 
sought recognition to make their pictures lifelike of taken 
pains to avoid recognition to eliminate a non aesthetic agent 
we may give some thought to the question of whether recog­
nition has aesthetic value. My answer, based only on my own 
experience is that mere recognition has or may have aesthetic 
value, though a look at one of Kandinsky's paintings, and 
many others, makes it clear that it isn't a necessary element 
in picture making. Painting is an art of intensity, of compres­
sion, and anything that gives compression is an aesthetic 
agent, anything that increases the speed with which the com­
position can be grasped with completeness. In illustration -
one of my own pictures, 'Noah and the Ark and Mt. Ararat'. 
It is derived mostly from animals moving across a plain. Lit­
tle attention is given to anatomy or completeness. The shapes 
are just barely recognizable, the origin of these shapes is just 
barely traceable. But they are recognizable, most of them, in­
stantly. Their familiar, recognizable shapes can be got hold 
of quickly and so speed up a complete grasp of the picture, 
and increase its aesthetic effect. 

Even humour, in the sense of incongruity, an "unexpected shift of empha­
sis," could become an aesthetic element, an intensifier; and so Milne ac­
counted for the presence of humour in his subject pictures. 

Milne's arguments seem almost like a response to a reference Roger Fry 
once made about what content might contribute to art. Considering the 
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parallels between art and science in the study of nature, Fry warned that 
artists must not have a purely intellectual, and therefore non-aesthetic, 
curiosity about nature; this would "interfere with the perfection and purity 
of the work of art. "30 However, "in so far as it merely supplies the artist 
with new motives and richer material ... , it is useful but subsidiary." In 
the same paragraph Fry happened to refer to the "subject picture" in the 
sense that the term was commonly used earlier in this century, to describe 
academic historical painting, the kind modern artists reacted against. For 
Fry such painting always lacked aesthetic unity because of its intrusive in­
tellectual content. Milne's use of the term "subject pictures" was a wry one. 
Given the fact that he knew Fry's writings, perhaps it was a way of taking 
up a challenge, to make pictures with significant content without denying 
the power of the formal elements. 

And so Milne found ways to justify what he had come to believe, that 
art had much to gain from richer content, and nothing to lose. "After all," 
he said concluding Aesthetic Agents, 

Notes 

there is very little 'pure art'. There is no clear cut line be­
tween poetry, satire, music, painting. The only advantage I 
can see in a purely aesthetic painting, unrelated to other arts, 
is the singleness of purpose such a conception and practice 
might give the painting. Freedom, freedom from checks and 
distractions and delays seems to be essential in painting, with 
that the painter may suit himself about what goes into his 
pictures. 

Lora Senechal Carney 
Assistant Professor 

Fine Art, Division of Humanities 
Scarborough Campus 
University of Toronto 
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LES "SUBJECT PICTURES" DE DA VID MILNE 

Durant les dernieres annees de sa vie, David Milne peint de nombreux tableaux 
sur des sujets fantastiques, ou des elements tires du quotidien voisinent generale­
ment avec des themes directement ou indirectement inspires du christianisme. Ce 
que Milne appelait ses "subject pictures" (tableaux avec sujets), au contenu d'un 
interet indeniable, a pu sembler etre aux antipodes de sa production moderniste. 
Mais, pour Milne, toujours con scient de sa position theorique, il n'y a pas la con­
tradiction. En fait, si on consictere son oeuvre au cours des deux decennies qui ont 
suivi la Premiere Guerre mondiale dans la perspective de son souci de continuite, 
on peut y deceler certaines variations subtiles qui annoncent ces tableaux. Les 
"subject pictures" apparaissent, alors, comme un developpement naturel et impor­
tant dans sa carriere, developpement parallele a celui d'autres peintres modernis­
tes nord-americains de sa generation. 

Deja, au debut des annees 20, Milne avait adopte une attitude un peu plus ou­
verte qu'auparavant a l'egard du contenu de ses tableaux. A partir de la fin des an­
nees '20 on retrouve sou vent, dans ses natures mortes, des objets ordinaires asso­
cies de fa«on parfois incongrue a d'autres elements. En 1940, un an avant 
l'apparition de ses premiers "subject pictures", il avait deja commence a inclure 
dans ses oeuvres des objets a caractere un peu fantastique. 

La technique picturale de Milne evoluait elle aussi dans une direction favorable 
a l'emergence du fantaisiste dans son oeuvre. A son retour au Canada, en 1929, il 
commence a repeindre ses tableaux en atelier, au lieu de les executer entierement 
sur le motif. A partir de 1933, il fait meme les ebauches en atelier, se fiant a sa me­
moire et a des croquis au crayon. A l'epoque des premiers "subject pictures", il tra­
vaille de fa«on reguliere a partir d'esquisses et de souvenirs. 

Les "subject pictures" de Milne temoignent aussi de son interet pour les pein­
tres primitifs, tel Giotto, et pour les des sins d'enfants. Dans un contexte plus 
large, les "subject pictures" appartiennent it la periode de la Seconde Guerre mon­
diale, epoque a laquelle plusieurs critiques et artistes se preoccupaient de sujets 
plus profondement humains qu'auparavant. 

Au debut des annees '40, Milne avait defendu I'attitude plus large qu'il avait 
adoptee a l'egard du modernisme dans un essai encore inedit intitule Aesthetic 
Agents, dans lequel il affirmait que certains aspects du sujet d'un tableau avaient 
un potentiel esthetique comparable a ses elements formels. 

Traduction: Rlise Bonnette 
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LA DIFFUSION D'UN THEME 
ICONOGRAPHIQUE 
DANS L'ART AU QUEBEC: 
LA MORT DE SAINT FRANCOIS XAVIER 

Parmi les nombreux sujets connus de l'art religieux quebecois du debut 
du XIXe siecle, il en est un qui pose un probleme a la fois complexe et fas­
cinant. Les tableaux, gravures et meme sculptures representant La mort de 
saint Fram;ois Xavier forment un ensemble dont l'ampleur et la diffusion 
constituent un cas particulier dans l'art au Quebec 1. La plupart de ces 
oeuvres (plus d'une vingtaine) furent produites dans un laps de temps rela­
tivement court, soit une quarantaine d'annees entre 1800 et 1840. Com­
ment expliquer cette popularite et surtout queUe en est la signification? Ce 
theme est probablement relie a une devotion qui lui donne son sens: voila 
l'hypothese de depart. En analysant les deux aspects de cette manifesta­
tion, il sera possible de veritablement toucher a sa signification intrinseque 
ou contenu tel que defini par Erwin Panofsky 2. Ainsi le cadre strict de 
l'analyse plastique et historique (analyse iconographique) sera elargi afin 
d'englober les symptomes culture Is qui s'expriment a travers l'oeuvre d'art 
(interpretation iconologique). Pour y arriver, il faudra etablir les donnees 
relatives a la bonne comprehension du sujet represente, de son imagerie, de 
son culte, mais egalement du contexte historique de l'epoque etudiee. 

VIE ET ICONOGRAPHIE 
Francisco de Jassu y Xavier est ne le 7 avril 1506. Durant ses etudes a 

l'Universite de Paris, il rencontre 19nace de Loyola et s'associe a un 
groupe dejeunes qui aUait devenir le noyau de la Societe de Jesus. En 1541, 
il s'embarque pour Goa en tant que nonce apostolique pour l'Orient. 
Apres dix annees d'apostolat en lnde, en lndonesie et au Japon, il meurt le 
3 decembre 1552 sur l'ile de Sancian Oll il s'etait rendu avec l'espoir de pas­
ser en Chine. 

Il fut Matifie le 25 octobre 1619 et canonise le 12 mars 1622 en meme 
temps qu'lgnace de Loyola. A cause de sa dimension dynamique et apos-
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tolique, saint Fran<;ois Xavier a acquis une reputation de thaumaturge 
plus rapidement qu'Ignace de Loyola dont la vie contemplative et medita­
tive se pretait moins a la legende. Il devint l'un des saints les plus represen­
tatifs de la Contre-Reforme et du nouvel esprit de dynamisme animant 
l'Eglise catholique. Son culte et son iconographie se propagerent donc ra­
pidement, confirmant ainsi deux des pratiques promulguees par le Concile 
de Trente (culte de dulie et culte des images). 

Dans l'art du Quebec, outre les tres nombreuses sculptures, on retrouve, 
en peinture, que1ques portraits de saint Fran<;ois Xavier (ce1ui de l'H6te1-
Dieu par exemple), deux representations de ses miracles (a Vercheres et a 
Saint-Fran<;ois-du-Lac), d'apres l'oeuvre de Nicolas Poussin conservee au 
Louvre, ainsi que p1usieurs scenes le montrant prechant ou evangelisant. Il 
peut etre seu1 devant un paysage, comme dans 1es toiles de l'H6te1Dieu de 
Quebec, de la cathedrale de l'Assomption a Trois-Rivieres et de St­
Anselme de Dorchester, ou entoure de plusieurs personnages attentifs a 
son discours symbolisant les peuples qu'il a convertis. Sur le modele d'une 
toile anonyme importee de France en 1733 par la paroisse Saint-Fran<;ois­
Xavier de Batiscan et qui se trouve aujourd'hui au Musee du Quebec 3, 

Antoine P1amondon (1804-1875) peignit ce sujet pour les paroisses de 
Saint-Jean de l'Ile d'Orleans en 1833, de Saint-Augustin de Portneuf en 
1834 (conservee au Musee des beaux-arts du Canada) 4 et, quelques an­
nees plus tard, pour la paroisse de Saint-Charles-de-Bellechasse. On lui at­
tribue egalement une toile semblable se trouvant a la paroisse SaintJean­
Chrysostome de Levis. Des compositions analogues d'Yves Tessier 
(1800-1840) pour la paroisse Sainte-Elizabeth de J oliette, de Fran<;ois 
Baillairge (1759-1830) a l'eglise SainteFamille de l'Ile d'Orleans et d'un ar­
tiste nonidentifie a VaIcartier (recemment acquise par le Musee du Que­
bec) viennent completer cette serie. L'emergence de ce theme aux environs 
des annees 1835 peut s'expliquer par l'etablissement, a la meme epoque, de 
l'Oeuvre de la Propagation de la Foi dont le patron etait justement saint 
Fran<;ois Xavier. Cette association repondait a des imperatifs economi­
ques afin de soutenir les differentes missions du Quebec et du 
Nord-Ouest 5. Elle faisait suite a un renouveau missionnaire (surtout en­
vers les populations autochtones) engendre par le proselytisme de diverses 
associations protestantes 6. Dans ce contexte, saint Fran<;ois Xavier, 
porte-flambeau de la ContreReforme, devient le symbole apostolique ideal 
pour le clerge investi d'une semb1able vocation evangelisatrice. 
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LA MORT DE SAINT FRAN{:OIS XA VIER 
Vingt-six oeuvres sur le theme de La mort de saint Fram;ois Xavier ont 

ete repertoriees au Quebec: dix-neuf tableaux (dont deux sont disparus), 
quat re gravures, un hautrelief polychrome, un dessin et une fresque. 
Vingt-trois de ces oeuvres ont ete regroupees en trois series selon un critere 
de differenciation iconographique. Chaque serie porte le nom de l'artiste 
dont l'oeuvre semble et re cl l'origine des repliques ainsi rassemblees. Trois 
oeuvres ne pouvant se rattacher cl ces regroupements seront traitees indivi­
duellement. 

Serie Poilly 
C'est une gravure de Fran<;ois de Poilly (1623-1693) qui est cl l'origine 

de la grande diffusion de ce theme au Canada. Trois etats differents de 
cette gravure ont ete retraces dans la collection du Cabinet des estampes 
de la Bibliotheque nationale de Paris. Le premier comporte un blason 
grave au centre au bas de la plaque, probablement celui du commanditaire 
(fig. 1). Ces armoiries sont celles de la famille Oursel de Folleville, de Pa­
ris 7. Le deuxieme etat fut probablement copie par Poilly lui-meme et est 
inverse par rapport au precedent, phenomene engendre par le procede 
meme de la gravure 8. La troisieme version fut peut-etre copiee par l'ate­
lier de Poilly cl partir du deuxieme etat, reprenant ainsi l'orientation pre­
miere. EIle est simplement signee F. Poilly sur la plaque, cl droite 9. Ce 
genre de copie destinee cl une diffusion plus large etait pratique courante 
chez PoillylO. Cette version est connue depuis les travaux de M. Laurier 
Lacroix dans le cadre de l'exposition Le Grand Heritage!!. Les deux pre­
miers etats sont signes et comportent la mention excudit cum privilegio Re­
gis. lIs furent done executes apres 1664, date cl laquelle Poilly fut nomme 
graveur du roi. Le deuxieme etat ainsi que le troisieme comportent une ins­
cription latine (peut-etre fut-elIe rognee sur le premier) qui laisse entendre 
que cette gravure est le juste prototype de la vraie effigie se trouvant cl la 
mission de Goa. Est-ce une gravure originale (prototype?) ou la copie 
d'une toile se trouvant cl Goa, lieu de sepulture de saint Fran<;ois Xavier 
(effigie pouvant signifier le portrait ou la personne elle-meme)? Les recher­
ches de ce cote n'ont pas resolu l'enigme. Pierre-Jean Mariette avan<;ait 
une autre hypothese: "Je crois, ecrit-il, d'apres Simon Fran<;ois"!2. Meme si 
Poilly executa des gravures d'apres les oeuvres de cet artiste tourangeau 
(16061671)13, rien n'indique qu'il en soit ainsi pour les oeuvres represen­
tant La mort de saint Fram;ois Xavier. Aucune version des gravures de 
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Poilly n'a encore ete reperee au Quebec. Pourtant, quinze oeuvres execu­
tees d'apres ce moctele y furent retracees. Tout comme pour celles de 
Poilly, ces oeuvres peuvent adopter des orientations inverses, phenomene 
du a la technique meme de la gravure qui est a la source de cette diffusion. 

La petite gravure conservee chez les ursulines de Quebec fut probable­
ment decoupee dans un ouvrage intitule De la devotion de saint Fram;ois 
Xavier cl Jesus-Christ crucifie publie en 167914. L'inscription qu'on peut y 
lire est directement reliee a l'esprit du texte qui presente le crucifix comme 
moyen de conversion tout en etablissant une relation entre la vie du Christ 
et celle du saint. Les autres gravures illustrant ce texte sont de facture et de 
dimensions semblables. Deux de ces planches sont signees Lenoir. C'est 
d'ailleurs entre les pages 126 et 127, soit a l'endroit meme ou est decrite la 
mort du saint, qu'une page fut arrachee. Cette gravure peut donc et re attri­
buee a ce meme Lenoir. L'opuscule circulait deja en Nouvelle-France en 
1684 comme en fait foi une inscription au revers de la couverture: pour le 
Seminaire de Quebec 1684. 

La plus ancienne toile (fig. 2) representant ce theme, et probablement la 
premiere oeuvre executee localement, fut peinte en 1724 par le pere Pierre­
Michel Laure (1688-1732)15. Ce tableau, ainsi qu'un autre representant 
L 'Ange Gardien guidant ['enfant (fig. 3), appartiennent main tenant a la 
paroisse Sainte-Famille a Tracadie, Nouveau-Brunswick (l'ete, ils sont ex­
poses au musee de L' Academie Ste-Famille de la meme municipalite). Les 
deux toiles auraient ete apportees du Quebec par le R.P. loyer, mission­
naire, le 25 juillet 1804. C'est du moins ce que dit l'inscription se trouvant 
sur le cadre des deux tableaux. "Vne facture en chelings et deniers, dans les 
vieux registres [de la paroisse?]"16 en temoignerait. Vne restauration re­
cente ne permet plus de voir les signatures qui se trouveraient a l'endos des 
deux toiles: J H (surmonte d'une croix) S Pinxit ex Collegio Quebec, P. 
Laure 1725 pour la toile de L 'Ange Gardien et P. Laure 1724 pour celle de 
La mort de saint Franr;ois Xavier. A l'origine, ces toiles ont surement ete 
accrochees sur les murs du College des jesuites ou au moins l'une d'elles 
aurait ete executee. Peut-etre ont-elles suivi le pere Laure dans ses nom­
breux deplacements pour orner la chapelle de Tadoussac qu'il fit cons­
truire en 1723 ou celle de Chicoutimi achevee en 1726 et dont il fit lui­
meme la decoration, chapelle qui etait d'ailleurs "dediee sous les noms de 
St. Fran<;ois Xavier et du B. Regis ... "17. Malgre de nombreuses lacunes 
techniques, ces tableaux ne sont pas denues de charme et sont parmi les ra­
res oeuvres connues de cet artiste. Pour le tableau de saint Fran<;ois Xa-
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vier, le pere Laure s'est probablement inspire d'une des gravures de Poilly 
(ou d'une oeuvre similaire en decoulant) que lesjesuites auraient possedee. 

Le dessin d'Etienne-Joseph Hianveu dit Lafrance (1756-1838) de la col­
lection des ursulines de Quebec renforce cette hypothese (fig. 4) puisque 
l'artiste a entierement copie l'inscription latine se trouvant au bas des gra­
vures de Franc;ois de Poilly. 11 dit avoir copie ce dessin le 20 juillet 1800 et 
l'avoir Finis [sic] de laver le 28 decembre 1803. Avant 1805, Hianveu etait 
connu comme maitre perruquier. 11 modifia, par la suite, ses orientations 
professionnelles, ajoutant a ce metier celui de relieur tout en poursuivant 
ses activites de dessinateur18. On lui connait trois autres dessins: une Ele­
vation de la tour de Cordouan se trouvant au Seminaire de Quebec qu'il si­
gne d'ailleurs Etienne Hianveu Relieur et Perruquier A Quebec ce 11 octo­
bre 1824, une representation de l'Interieur du Pantheon dans la collection 
de la paroisse Notre-Dame de Quebec19 et une Vue du reste du Tombeau 
de Plautus a trois milles de Tivoli qui constitue la planche 15 de L'album 
Viger de la BibliotMque municipale de Montreal. De grande dimension et 
encadre, le dessin de La mort de saint Franrois Xavier n'est pas une image 
personnelle a caractere devotionnel mais une oeuvre conc;ue pour etre ex­
posee. Hianveu a egalement dessine en trompe-l'oeil un cadre qui ornait 
peut-etre la gravure lui ayant servi de modele. Malgre certaines maladres­
ses dans le dessin, un traitement assez frustre et un modeM manquant de 
subtilite, cette oeuvre n'en demeure pas moins importante pour bien saisir 
les meandres de la diffusion de ce theme dans l'art au Quebec. 

Le tableau-relief en bois peint du Musee des beaux-arts de Montreal est 
aujourd'hui attribue a l'ecole de Louis Quevillon grace aux recherches 
d'Yves Lacasse (fig. 5). Par la comparaison des techniques employees, il 
est possible de rapprocher cette oeuvre de celles representant L 'Agonie au 
Jardin des Oliviers et L 'Annonciation qui se trouvent respectivement au 
Calvaire d'Oka et a la paroisse de Vercheres20. Dans les trois cas, la struc­
ture du tableau est composee de planches paralleIes maintenues par une ou 
deux traverses de largeur decroissante coulissant chacune en sens inverse. 
Le cadre est ajoute sans aucune fonction de consolidation. Les divers ele­
ments sculptes sont peints et colles ou cloues sur le support, tandis que 
l'arriere-plan n'est rehausse que par la peinture. De plus, la rondeur des vi­
sages, le traitement des mains et des pieds aux doigts effiles, la profondeur 
des plis du vetement et la presence marquee des genoux concourent egale­
ment a associer les trois oeuvres d'un point de vue technique. 
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fiS- 4 ~tlcnnc.J05eph Ulan~cu, La mort de uint .'ran~is Xnicr, 1800-1805. cncre. Kl"a Cl lavlS, 74 ~ 56 
cm. Monaslfn des ul1iuhnes de Quebec. (PhoIO' Paul Bourassa, Monlreal,) 

fiS- 5 &:olc de LoUIS Qucvdlon. La ntOrt cko saillt F~1s Xnier. prem.et-c monlC du XIXc 5.ec1c. haul· 
relief polychro.nc. 93,5 J. 74.8 cm. M~ des beauJ.·anl de Monneal (Photo: Mu~ des beau~·ans 
de MOIllral.) 
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Les donnees archivistiques concordent egalement sans toutefois identi­
fier specifiquement le ou les auteurs des trois reliefs. A Sainte-Rose, Oll se 
trouvait a l'origine le relief du Musee des beaux-arts, Louis Quevillon et 
son equipe entreprirent en 1811 d'importants travaux d'architecture et de 
decoration. Pourtant, le devis fort detaille accompagnant le contrat reste 
muet quant a la realisation eventuelle du relief21. A Vercheres, de nom­
breuses mentions d'archives prouvent la part importante que prit Quevil­
Ion dans la decoration de l'eglise entre 1800 et 1822. Aucune ne cite ex­
pressement le relief de L 'Annonciation. Au Calvaire d'Oka, la mention est 
plus specifique puisqu'on y reI eve un paiement de 600 livres "a M Cuvillon 
pour un Tableau en relief'22. Cependant, Quevillon peut tres bien avoir 
confie l'execution du relief a un de ses nombreux associes, peut-etre Vin­
cent Chartrand (vers 17951863) qui habitait St-Vincent-de-Paul en 1816 et 
dont on dit qu'il "renouvela" les reliefs en 182323. 

C'est a partir d'une petite gravure aujourd'hui conservee chez les augus­
tines de I'H6pital-General de Quebec, que fut elabore le relief du Musee 
des beaux-arts (fig. 6). Les deux oeuvres sont similaires sur plusieurs 
points: il y a d'abord la meme orientation qui, en partant de la tete, place le 
sujet de droite a gauche; la position des pieds et des mains; le traitement de 
la toison sur laquelle le saint est etendu; les nuages de forme circulaire au­
tour des deux angelots; la position curieuse du breviaire sur le bras droit 
du saint; le traitement du vetement au niveau du col; et surtout l'amoncel­
lement de rochers sur lequel saint Fran<;ois Xavier est etendu. A l'origine, 
le crucifix etait egalement present dans le relief, comme le laisse voir la 
photographie qu'avait prise Gerard Morisset lors de son passage a Sainte­
Rose. Une inscription a l'endos de la gravure prouve sa presence a Mont­
real avant 1840 puisqu'elle fut donnee cl ma Dlle Christine Thibault par Sr 
St-Gregoire. Pointe-aux-Trembles de Montreal. Novembre 1840. 

Joseph Legare (1795-1855) executa plusieurs versions de ce sujet dont 
deux font partie de la collection des augustines de I'H6pital-General de 
Quebec24. La premiere est signee et datee Jos LEGARE / PXT / 1824 
(fig. 7). Acquis en 1825 en meme temps que huit autres toiles25, le tableau 
se trouvait, a l'epoque, au grand jube de la chapelle26. Aujourd'hui, il est 
accroche sur le mur d'un des corridors de l'institution. 11 fut restaure en 
1978 par le Musee des beauxarts du Canada lors de l'exposition consacree 
a Joseph Legare. Certaines differences mineures par rapport a la gravure 
de Poilly sont significatives: dans le coin inferieur gauche, les petites fieurs 
rouges et les gerbes (de ble?) dorees, au-dessus, la forme du rocher, la cour-
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fig 6 Anonyme. La mort de saint "ran~oi$ Xa~ier, premiere moi\ie du XIX' silklc. bur;!!. 10,8 ~ 7.2 cm. 
MOno,lert des augustincs de I'Hop;tal·General de Qucbe<;. (Photo: I'aul Bourassa. Montreal.) 

fig. 7 Joscph legaTe. La mort de5llinl Fran~ois Xavier. 1824. huilc sur loilc, 124 ~ ~t,5 cm, Monastere des 
uugustmes de l" Hopllal·GcncraJ de Quebec. (Photo: John R. Poner. Quebec.) 
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bure de la toison sous les hanches du saint, les quelques roches a ses pieds, 
le navire a peine esquisse en forme de demi-Iune, la chaloupe et ses pass a­
gers, la falaise de forme differente, les angelots coupes a mi-corps. La 
deuxieme version, plus petite, fut achetee quatre mois plus tard puis que le 
10 fevrier 1826, il fut paye 29,8livres "pour un petit tableau de St Fran<;ois 
Xavier avec son cadre"27. Malgre la difference de format, cette toile reunit 
les memes caracteristiques que la version precedente y compris les legeres 
libertes prises par rapport a la gravure de Poilly. 

Le tableau de Sainte-Croix-de-Lotbiniere possede egalement toutes les 
caracteristiques des deux versions precedentes. 11 fut probablement peint a 
la meme epoque et les 26livres versees "A Joseph Legare" en 1826 le furent 
sans doute pour l'achat de cette toile28. Par comparaison stylistique, la 
grande version se trouvant a l'Ancienne-Lorette serait aussi de la main de 
Legare. 

La toile de l'eglise de Vaudreuil (fig. 8) fut attribuee a Louis Dulongpre 
par Gerard Morisset. 11 se meprenait, comme ille fit a plusieurs reprises, 
en associant cette toile avec celle que fit Dulongpre pour la paroisse Notre­
Dame de Montreal (voir infra). Dans ses notes historiques sur la paroisse, 
le chanoine Adhemar Jeannotte pretend que ce tableau a ete "peint par 
Louis du Long-Pre [sic] et installe en 1837". Pourtant, le nom de cet artiste 
n'a pu etre releve nulle part dans les archives qui ont ete consultees: livres 
de comptes, livres de prones, inventaire des biens de la paroisse (1853), etc. 
Le chanoine Jeannotte reprenait peut-etre l'enonce de Morisset. Pour ce 
qui est de l'installation de la toile, en 1837, il s'agit plutot d'un accrochage 
provisoire, puisque des mentions semblables pour "poser", "monter", "dis­
poser" ou "descendre" le tableau de saint Fran<;ois ont ete retrouvees pour 
les annees 1834, 1835, 1836, 1840, 1841, 1847 et 1848. Des 1830, le cure de 
la paroisse, Paul-Loup Archambault, demandait l'etablissement d'une 
neuvaine a saint Fran<;ois Xavier et s'il etait "un peu a bonne heure quant a 
la neuvaine, c'est afin d'avoir le temps de se procurer un tableau de St. 
Fran<;ois Xavier ... "29. L'annee suivante, le 9 mai, les marguilliers discu­
taient "de la necessite de se procurer pour l'usage de la sus-dite fabrique, 
un petit tableau de St Fran<;ois Xavier, pour l'usage de la neuvenne [sic] 
etablie en cette paroisse"30. C'est finalement en 1832 qu'il fut paye 192 li­
vres pour le tableau et 78 livres pour le cadre et son installation3!. Ce ta­
bleau se differencie des quatre precedents par une touche plus lechee, un 
des sin plus precis et un modele mieux rendu. Les elements particuliers aux 
oeuvres de Legare se retrouvent egalement dans cette toile, mais ils ont 
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11, , am. J05Crh Upre, I .... mort de saint Frflnt;ois X.rier, ~ers 183 1. hUlie sur lolie, 1.59 • DO cm, pa­
m$.Se SI-Mlchcl-dc·V.udreull (PhOlO' Paul Bourassa. Monlreal.) 

subi des modifications sensibles particulierement pour les "curs et la fa­
lai~e. De nu:me.le chapelet ret;oit un traitement totalemcnt different. Tau· 
tefois. une attribution a Legare demeure I'alternative la plus logique. Ce 
tableau fut peint six ans apres ceux de I'Hopital-Genera l de Quebec el il est 
fort possible que Legare ait modifie sa technique ou qu'il n'ait plus eu son 
modele sous les yeux. 

Le tableau de I'Hotel·Dieu de Montreal fut egalement altnbue a Du· 
longpre par Morisset, continuant ainsi sa meprise. Ce tableau fut achete en 
1830; la communauf(~ deboursa 75 livres Mpour nOire part du tableau de SI. 
Fr. XavierMl2 landis que la somme rest ante de 72 livres Mpour la part du ta· 
bleau de I'EgliseM

3) fut deboursee par I'hopital. La toile est aujourd'hui en 
trcs mauvais cta!. Plus large par rapport aux aut res toiles, la composition a 
subi des modifications dans sa partie superieure: un seu l angelot assiste it la 
scene et la construction de I'appentis a ete sensiblement modifiee. Malgre 
tout, la panie inferieure est similaire aux oeuvres precedentes de Legare. 
Meme si retal de conservation ne le laisse pas facilement transparaitre, on 
peut apercevoir. apres un examen de visu attentif, la presence des memes 
elements caracleristiques (neurs, rocher, falaise, bateaux, etc.) ainsi 
qu'une touche et un style semblables. Achetee it la meme epoque que celle 
de Vaudreuil, I'oeuvre de I'Holel·Dieu pourrail egalemenl etre de Legare. 
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fig q allt JOIqIh Ltpre, la mDl1 ~ lIIilll·Fn~i5 X ... icr, prcnncre mOllle du XIX- so«k:, hullc ~ur lotlc. 
SS .. , \ 41.11 ~m. Semlnalre de QuC"bec (PhoIO' P,erre Soulard, Quchct:1 

lI .. e frome au Senunalre de Quebec un petit lableau mtllule Saillt Frall­

("o;_~~erc.'llade par Ie.~ Anges altribue a un cerlam Glrardl. nom qUI n'appa­
rait dun .. aucull dlcllonnaire (fig. 9)3-1. Le tllre suggere un epi<;Ode de la Vie 
de .. aull Franr;oi .. d'A~sise souvent IIllltule Le Concerl allgelique OU, cou­
chc ,ur ~on Ill, le ,a1l11 ~e souleve pour ecouter la mu .. ique d'ull angcJouant 
du violon. 11 ne rait aucun doute que cellc OCllvrc repre,enfe pJutot La 
mort de \U/1I1 Fram;o;~ Xav;er discreditanl amsl celle allributlon. Cc ta­
bleau rcutllt tousles caracteres d'une ocuvre de Lcgarc: le coloris. le dCSSlll 
et surtolll le ... memes Clements iconographiquc, particuhcr ... Scut.. le, deux 
angclots dlffCrellt de la representation habituelle. 11\ rurellt probablemcllt 
repellll .. commc le lalso;e supposer leur presence devanl. et non derriere. I~ 
branches de l'appcnl1s, l)eul-c~1re doit-on y voir la .. ource de, oeuvres de 
Legare: 1I aural! amsi cople presque parrattement ,on modele. 11 peut ega­
lemenl s'aglr d'une autre de ses oellvres, pelll-etrc cellc-Ja mcmc IIllltulee 
,Wort d'ulI m;HiOlllwire. qui se retrOU\ie dans I'inventaire dre .. se en '872 
de<. blen, de Genevleve Damlen, veuve de Joseph Legare, bien .. qUI rurenl 
acqUls ell 1874 par le semlnalre3'. 
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Joseph Legare a peut-etre peint d'autres versions de ce theme. Ainsi, il 
vendit, le 20 decembre 1843, un "St Franc;ois Xr mourant" a l'abbe Louis­
Joseph Desjardins36. Chose certaine, c'est lui qui contribua le plus a la dif­
fusion de ce theme au Bas-Canada. 

Vne toile donnee par Charles X en 1826 a la paroisse de Caughnawaga 
ornait autrefois le maitre-autel de l'eglise. La toile est aujourd'hui roulee et 
remisee avec son cadre dans le grenier de l'eglise. On l'aperc;oit a l'arriere­
plan d'une photographie ancienne prise par Gerard Morisset37. Arrivee au 
pays en 1826, cette toile n'a done pas pu servir de modele a Joseph Legare. 
De plus, ce tableau comporte plusieurs aut res personnages dont "quelques 
Indiens, coiffes de plumes et pareils aux indigenes de l' Amerique, [qui] 
sont censes represent er le monde inconnu de l'lnde et du Japon"38. Cette 
meprise iconographique permettait a l'amerindien de se voir implique di­
rectement dans le message que vehiculait la toile. 

La version qui se trouvait autrefois a Saint-Pierre-deMontmagny a ete 
remplacee dans les annees cinquante par une oeuvre montrant saint Fran­
c;ois Xavier prechant. La toile ancienne est connue par une diapositive de 
l'lnventaire des biens culturels datant de 1953 (cote B/770/40/22/6258). 
Gerard Morisset attribuait cette toile a Franc;ois Baillairge en vertu des 
travaux que l'artiste mentionnne avoir realises pour cette paroisse en 1797. 
Toutefois, la mention de Baillairge est ambigue et l'oeuvre peint de cet ar­
tiste etant peu documente, il est difficile de maintenir cette attribution. 
Meme si plusieurs elements de cette toile sont caracteristiques de l'oeuvre 
de Legare (surtout les Heurs et le rocher), en raison d'un style et d'un trai­
tement differents, il semble peu probable que ce tableau soit de lui. 

Finalement, une derniere version se retrouve a la maison provinciale 
des jesuites a Saint-Jerome. Elle est d'origine et d'auteur inconnus. Ni la 
couleur, ni le traitement, ni le style ne permettent quelqu'hypothese que ce 
soit, si ce n'est que ce tableau daterait probablement de la seconde moitie 
du XIXe siecle, continuant ainsi cette tradition iconographique. 

Serie Du/ongpre 
Aucun modele precis n'a ete retrouve quant a l'origine des oeuvres re­

groupees dans cette serie. Des motifs rencontres dans certaines oeuvres eu­
ropeennes sont toutefois significatifs. Ainsi, l'attitude du saint, notamment 
pour la position du bras tomb ant le long du corps, du crucifix et du type 
d'encolure de la soutane, se rapproche de celle conferee par Giovanni Bat­
tista Gaulli dit il Baciccio (1639-1709) dans sa toile d' Ascoli Piceno de 
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168539 et par Massimiliano Soldani Benzi (1656-1740) dans son bas-relief 
en bronze du Musee national de Florence4o. De plus, dans l'oeuvre realisee 
par Ludovico Mazzanti (1679-1775) maintenant au Kunstmuseum a Dlis­
seldorf, 1es personnages qui, de loin, assistent a la scene ne sont pas sans 
rappeler ceux qui se retrouvent dans trois des oeuvres de cette serie (No­
tre-Dame de Montreal, Saint-Marc-de-Vercheres et Nicolet)41. 11 semble 
peu probable qu'une oeuvre de cette serie soit une composition originale. Il 
se peut, toutefois, que certains elements originaux ou tires de sources diffe­
rentes aient ete rajoutes (par exemple, les personnages tirant une barque 
dans la toile de St-Marc-de-Vercheres). Ce phenomene de collage ou ta­
bleau-synthese a egalement ete pratique par des artistes tels Joseph Legare 
et Antoine Plamondon. Si la serie s'intitule serie Dulongpre, c'est qu'il 
s'agit probablement de la premiere oeuvre de cette suite executee locale­
ment. Meme si l'ensemble est ici beaucoup moins homogene que dans la 
serie precedente, il existe des parentes evidentes entre les oeuvres qui per­
mettent de les regrouper. 

Le tableau de l'eglise Notre-Dame de Montreal est signe dans le coin in­
ferieur droit V Dulongpre / Pinxit/ Montreal 1802 (fig. 10). Le 25 fevrier 
1807, Dulongpre demandait au marguillier en charge de la paroisse 
d'acheter son tableau: 

Monsieur, 
Sil vous plait presenter le comtes Si inclus a la Semblee 

prochenne des marguilliers, de cette paroisse vous mobli­
gere - il est vrais que ce tableau n'a point etee directement re 
commande par la Semble mais d'apres les Conseilles et desir 
de plusieurs marguilliers et paroissiens de cette villes. obser­
vant la nessessite quil y'en'ut'un pour la neuvenne, afin de 
n'etres pas a l'emprunt tous les ans, men courager a le faire 
me promettant qui I ceroient accepte Voila la troisieme annee 
quil sert, Sila fabrique n'est point en argeans pour le present 
quel fixe un termme a Sa commodite, 

Cefesant vous obligere ce lui qui est avec Consideration Mr 
V.H.S.V.V. Dulongpre42. 

D'apres cette lettre, le tableau aurait ete emprunte au moins trois fois, 
soit pour les annees 1804, 1805 et 1806. Ainsi, pour l'annee 1806, i1 fut de­
pense 5 livres, le 3 mars pour "avoir place le St. Fran<;ois a deux hommes 
au Grand Autel"43. Il semble que le tableau fut egalement emprunte pour 
l'annee 1807 puisque 2 livres furent depensees "pour avoir poze le tableau 
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fig 10 lou,S Duloogpre, La IIM'Irt dot "inl Frall(Ois x •• ~, 1802, hUlk sur 10110:, 22~ ). 179,3 cm, pBl1)IS50: 

NOIro:·[))mo: de Monlral (photo, Invmlllre des b,ms cul!lIrds. Montreal) 

de St Fram.oi [sicr44 , C'est finalemenl en aHli1808 que 600 )ivres furenl 
payees a Dulongpre pour son tableau4S. Cetle toile est aujourd'hui accro­
chee au-dessus de la porte du passage menant a la chapelle du Sacft:­
Coeur. Son elat de conservation est deplorable. On peUI lout de meme 
constat er les nombreuses deficiences du dessin anatomiquc ainsi que piu­
sicurs inegalites dans la construction de I'oeuvre. 

Une oeuvre semblable appartient a la paroisse de Lavaltrie. D'apres une 
photographie ancien ne, les tableaux se trouvalent dans I'ancienne eglise et 
ant ete transferes dans le nouveau temple construit en 1869. Meme si I'ar­
tiste a choisi d'eliminer les deux personnages et les cinq angelots de la toile 
montrealaise. la composition demeure essenticllcment la meme. Dans 
I'ensemble. toutcfois, la facture du tableau est assez differente de celle de 
NOIre-Dame. Le style n'cst pas sans rappeler certaines ocuvres religieuses 
de Jean-Baptiste Roy-Audy ou meme d'Yves Tcssier. Dans I'etat actuel 
des recherches, il semble plus prudent de classer ce tableau comme ano­
nyme. 



I , 
fig.ll LoUI\ DuIO"ll"re. I..» mort de sainli'"ran(ois Xayier, 'er.;; 1823. hulle ~ur tmle. 2l!O x 17~ e lll , paTOlssc 

s.aUU-MAT,-.uC-Vcrchere<> (Photo, Paul Boura~..a. Montreal) 

A Samt-Loul\·de-Terrebonne, Gerard Mori .... et 3\-<111 remarquc en 1937 
un tableau de IrOl:" plL'(b ... ur cinq representant La mort de sai"t Frall~ois 
Xavier. Cc tableau clail d'auleur IIlconnu el iI a [)Cri dun ... I'mcendlC de 
I'egh.,e au coun. d~ annee. !o.oixanlc-dlJo;. La d~criplion qu'cn fit Mon ... ~t 
permel d'a.,!.OCler celle wile a .. ec 10 deu'!: pn!cedenlc:. ... -

Le .. ami e\1 cOllche de droile a gauche. la mam drOllc .. ur la 
pollfmc.ia main gauche pendanlc: il e<.1 !tou., un abri de plan­
che<.. Au .. econd plan. a gauche, on VOI1 deux per-.ollllage<. 'lour 
le m1age ( ); a cote d'eux une barque. Dan .. lc CICI. deux an­

gt. .... <lUX gC .. 1C'. malller6; l'un eo.l 3\, .. 1., .,ur 1L'\ nuagc." a gau­
che. C! fait voir uneJambe fine: I'aulre pami! engoncc dun., un 
gro., nuage \ombre4b• 

Qudqut! "Ingl an., apre .. avoir pem! ..... tode de Not rc-Dame, Dulongpre 
a repri ... le me me theme pour la paroi:.. ... e de Sallll-Marcdc-Verchcrcs 
(fig. 11). C'~t Ic 18 Janvicr 1824 que Ics paroi ...... lcn ... onl pu ", I"iter deux ta­
bleaux prc ... enlc ... par Mr Dulongpre pour le. chapclte.. de I'Egli ... e de SI 
Marc. " La "emalllc !.Ul\allle, le ... fabriclen ... de SI-Marc "ont decide 
aprc ... examen d'achetcr deux tableaux run dc la Stc Vicrgc qUi donne un 
chapclcl it SI-Domllllquc ct I'autre de SI Fran(toi" Xavlcr dam. une cabane 
!.our le Rl\ age a ral\Oll du pnx et !.omme de mdle franc ... ancien cour... "47 

Par rapper! it \,1 totle de NOlreDame, Dulongpre a apportc plu ... leur .... mo­
dification ... qUI rendcnllc ~uje! beaucoup piu ... cxollquc_ Ne connat ... l.3nl pas 
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la source iconographique de cette serie, il est difficile d'expliquer ces chan­
gements, mais l'inversion de la composition par rapport aux toiles prece­
dentes tend a prouver que cette source devait et re gravee. Il semble, de 
plus, que Dulongpre exploitait assez librement les themes qu'il traitait en 
modifiant, ajoutant ou retirant plusieurs elements. 

Deux autres toiles anonymes datant probablement de la deuxieme moi­
tie du XIXe siecle viennent completer cette serie. Le tableau des Soeurs 
Grises a Montreal, d'une facture laborieuse, est depouille de tout person­
nage autre que le saint et seuls trois angelots accompagnent le moribond. 
Dans la toile du Seminaire de Nicolet, quatre angelots et une echappee lu­
mineuse dans le ciel font office de champ celeste. De nouveau, deux per­
sonnages assistent a la scene. L'artiste a ajoute, dans le coin inferieur gau­
che, une sourcejaillissant d'un rocher, symbole de la vie eternelle, et, sur le 
sol devant le saint, une coquille que l'on retrouve dans certaines scenes ou 
le saint est montre baptisant, symbole de sa mission evangelisatrice. Ces 
deux oeuvres demontrent la persistance de cette iconographie tout au long 
du XIXe siecle. 

Serie Dieu 
Vne gravure de Nicolas Bazin (1633-1710) est a la base de la diffusion 

restreinte des oeuvres de cette serie (fig. 12). L'inscription dans le coin infe­
rieur droit Ant. Dieu pinxit. permet de connaitre l'auteur de ce sujet: An­
toine Dieu (1662-1727), artiste surtout reconnu pour la qua1ite de ses des­
sins48 . L'oeuvre de Dieu qui servit de modele pour la gravure de Bazin n'a 
pu etre retrouvee. Il est tout de meme evident que cette composition derive 
de la gravure de Poilly: les memes elements se rencontrent, mais dans une 
disposition differente. 

C'est sur ce modele, ou du moins a partir d'une copie similaire, que la 
gravure dessinee par Robert Auchmuty Sproule (?-1845) et imprimee par 
Adolphus Bourne (1795-1886) fut editee par Edouard-Raymond Fabre 
(1799-1854) et mise en vente le 4 mars 1833 en meme temps que le livre de 
la neuvaine en l'honneur de saint Fran<;ois Xavier (fig. 13)49. On en connait 
deux exemplaires: celui des Archives publiques du Canada et celui des ur­
sulines de Quebec50. 

Quelque cinquante annees plus tard, en 1885, ce theme fut repris par 
Dolphis-Adolphe Beaulieu dans une fresque peinte sur la voute de l'eglise 
Saint-Fran<;ois-du-Lac. Il s'agit la de l'une des dernieres traces de cette 
iconographie a l'aube du XXe siecle. 
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fig.12 Nicoh.s BM.in d'llpres Anloine Dieu. La mort de SlIilll Fral1~ois Xuicr. fill du XVII< siecle. bunn. 33 
Jl 25 cm, Blbhotheque nationale de Paris, Cabinet desestampcs, Ed. 107 Tome l. (Photo: llibllOlheque 
Ilallollale de Pans.) 
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fig.13 Roberl AuchmulY Sproule, La mort de wot Franc;ois Xavier, 1833, lilho8raphle, 19,1 Jl 13,4 cm (im­
age), MOllIIslCre des ul1iuhnes de Quebec. (Photo: Paul BoUTaSSil, Montreal.) 
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Autres oeuvres 
Les trois autres oeuvres qui ont ete retrouvees sont toutes d'origine eu­

ropeenne. Certains motifs de la gravure de la fin du XVIIe siecle de Franz 
Huberti (ou Huybrechts) se trouvant dans la collection des augustines de 
l'Hotel-Dieu de Quebec51 , telle la maniere dont le saint tient son crucifix, 
ne sont pas sans rappeler le tableau de Giovanni Battista Gaulli it S. An­
drea al Quirinale it Rome52 ou le bas-relief en bronze de Giovanni Battista 
Foggini (1652-1725) qui orne le sarcophage de saint Franc;ois Xavier it 
Goa en Inde53. 

Dans la collection de la maison des jesuites it Quebec, un tableau intitule 
Saint Fran90is Xavier entoure des representations allegoriques des cinq con­
tinents (fig.14), reprend essentiellement un dessin attribue it Ciro Ferri 
(16280u 1634-1689) qui se trouve au Metropolitan Museum of Art de Ne­
wYork (fig. 15). Ce tableau fut surement importe d'Europe puisqu'il en 
existe une photographie dans les archives Roberto Longhi it Florence54. 

Au Musee du Seminaire de Quebec, un petit tableau intitule it tort Saint 
Roch mourant (fig.l6) est attribue it Gregorio de Ferrari (1647-1726). 
Saint Roch est habituellement represente avec les attributs du pelerin 
(bourdon, gourde et panetiere) et le chien qui, selon la legende, lui sauva la 
vie lorsqu'il contracta la peste en soignant les malades. Saint Roch mourut 
en prison ou il futjete it son retour it Montpellier. Le personnage de l'oeu­
vre du Seminaire ne peut donc pas representer ce saint. Les elements du ta­
bleau (la natte ou est etendu le saint, l'amphore, la coquille Saint-Jacques 
et le baton) se rencontrent dans d'autres representations de la mort de 
saint Franc;ois Xavier (voir les oeuvres de Gaulli, Mazzanti, et de Carlo 
Maratta au Gesu it Rome)55. Dieu, soutenu par ses anges, s'apprete it rece­
voir le saint. Au lieu de la hutte de bois traditionnelle, l'artiste a choisi de 
peindre les ruines d'une architecture de pierre en forme de coupole56. 

Analyse iconographique 
A cause des nombreuses dissemblances, une analyse iconographique 

globale des vingt-trois oeuvres presentees peut sembler difficile. 11 est tou­
tefois possible de degager les grandes lignes significatives de ce theme a tra­
vers les differentes fa«ons dont il a ete aborde. Trois points sont it souligner 
pour bien en saisir la dynamique: la construction de l'espace, la communi­
cation s'etablissant entre les divers personnages, et les objets presentes. 

Dans toutes ces oeuvres, l'espace est fraction ne en trois entites: le 
champ celeste, le champ sac re et le champ profane. Entre les deux der-
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fig.14 O'apres Ciro Fcrri, Saint Fran~is Xayier mour:anl entoure des representations allegoriques des c:inq 
continents, XVIII' si&:le, huile sur 10;le, 130 Il 83 cm. Residence des peres jesuitcs. Quebec. (Photo: 
Paul Bourassa, Montreal.) 

fig. 15 Ciro Fern, lA mort de SIIinl Fni.n~ots X8Yier, crayon, 51 x 32 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
Yorlt.:. (Photo: Melropolitlll1 MU5eum of An. New Yorlt.: .) 
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fig.16 aUT. Gregorio de Ferrnri. La mon de saint Fran~ois XavieT, debut du XVIII" sie.:le, huilc sur toile, S8 
II 41 cm, Musee du seminpire de Quebec. (Photo: Pierre Soulard. Quebec.) 
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niers, si la demarcation est possible, c'est qu'il existe une discontinuite evi­
dente. Le premier plan semble tres rapproche a cause de l'espace restreint 
ou se deroule l'action, tandis que le second plan semble eloigne par la pers­
pective lointaine de son paysage et la petitesse des objets ou personnages 
qui y sont presentes. L'isolement du saint est souligne par divers moyens 
picturaux. Dans la serie Poilly et la serie Dieu, il y a la cassure abrupte du 
rocher, les poteaux et les branches de la hutte. Dans la serie Dulongpre, 
l'espace est presque entierement ferme par l'arbre, l'appentis, les rochers et 
la vegetation. Dans les trois series, l'eclairage contribue a l'ambigulte des 
deux espaces. La scene du second plan est eclairee par un coucher de soleil, 
alors que le saint semble eclaire par une source emanant du champ celeste. 
Ces quelques elements soulignent la proximite de la mort caracterisee par 
l'isolement et l'abandon du monde terrestre. 

Le champ celeste se situe egalement au premier plan, mais est habituel­
lement separe du champ sacre par de gros nuages. Dans la serie Poilly, les 
angelots se situent derriere les branches de l'abri. Le lien est assure entre 
les deux champs par le regard que jettent les anges sur le saint personnage. 
La couleur et la lumiere participent egalement a ce rapprochement par 
l'union des tons carnes. Dans la serie Dulongpre, la communication s'eta­
blit surtout par les gestes que posent les deux anges assis dans les nuages 
ainsi que par les regards des angelots. Cette communication entre le 
monde du visible et celui de l'invisible cristallise en son point crucial le 
passage de la vie terrestre a la vie celeste. 

Dans l'ensemble, les lignes de force majeures de ces oeuvres ainsi que les 
objets presentes et les gestes esquisses ont une portee symbolique et didac­
tique. Sachant que Franc;ois Xavier ne partit "sans autre equipage qu'un 
breviaire" et qu'a l'heure de sa mort, "sa nourriture la plus delicate se re­
duisait a un peu d'amandes"s7, on est en mesure, pour les oeuvres de la se­
rie Poilly, de saisir la veritable signification de la ligne de composition pas­
sant par le regard des angelots, le livre, les mains jointes du saint (tenant 
un crucifix et un chapelet) et les amandes posees a ses cotes. On peut y lire 
un discours moralisateur: les verites du ciel (les anges) sont accessibles par 
les saintes ecritures (le breviaire), la priere (le crucifix, le chapelet, les 
mains jointes) et une vie terrestre reduite au strict minimum (les aman­
des). C'est en quelque sorte l'affirmation de la primaute des nourritures 
spirituelles sur les nourritures terrestres. Dans la serie Dieu, les memes 
elements se retrouvent. Leur disposition triangulaire rend toutefois cette 
lecture plus difficile. 
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La serie Dulongpre propose aussi une lecture triangulaire qui englobe 
egalement les trois champs du tableau. Le saint regarde vers le ciel ou des 
anges montrent une couronne de laurier, symbole de la gloire a laquelle il 
peut pretendre. Un des anges pointe son index vers les deux personnages 
du champ profane tout en tenant une palme indiquant ainsi la source du 
martyre de saint Fran«ois Xavier: l'abandon du monde. A son tour, un des 
personnages esquisse un geste vers le saint completant ainsi un cycle qui 
peut symboliser tout l'appareil de mediation qui permet a l'homme d'at­
teindre Dieu par l'entremise des saints. On peut egalement lire, dans le 
geste que pose saint Fran«ois Xavier, un symbole de son passeport pour la 
vie eternelle. Connaissant le role que jouerent les jesuites dans le debat sur 
la primaute de la grace efficace ou celle de la grace suffisante (tradition au­
gustinienne vs molinisme), on peut rattacher ce geste, par filiation icono­
graphique et philosophique, a la pensee aristotelicienne de l'immanence. 
Tout comme Aristote qui, en indiquant le sol, signifie qu'en tout etre reside 
une matiere en puissance qui tend vers sa perfection (l'entelt~chie), saint 
Fran«ois Xavier, en esquissant un geste semblable, soutient que l'homme 
est le libre arbitre de son salut et qu'il doit tendre vers sa finalite (la sain­
tete). En cela cette iconographie s'oppose a celle de plusieurs scenes reli­
gieuses ou, en pointant vers le ciel, les personnages se rattachent a l'idee 
platonicienne de la transcendance ou de la predestination, c'est-a-dire de 
la grace dite efficace. 

Les inversions des oeuvres posent un probleme d'interpretation de la li­
gne etablissant la relation entre champ sacre et champ celeste. Une diago­
nale etant habituellement lue de gauche a droite, elle peut etre per«ue 
comme descendante ou montante selon les oeuvres. Le saint peut ainsi 
sembler ecrase au sol ou s'elever vers le ciel. C'est du moins la premiere 
impression qui se degage en comparant les deux orientations. L'alternative 
de la diagonale descend ante laisse une impression de malaise, un besoin de 
regression se fait sentir et le regard est en constant va-et-vient. L'alterna­
tive montante semble d'emblee mieux fonctionner et la composition re­
pond ainsi a l'intention: la mort du saint, par son effet exemplaire, se veut 
plus un discours sur l'acces a la misericorde divine qu'une illustration tra­
gique et fataliste de la mort. 

L'analyse iconographique de cette composition permet de degager le ca­
ractere d'imminence de la mort, tout en soulignant la possibilite de salut 
offerte a chacun par la soumission au savoir clerical, par la priere et par la 
mortification. 
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LA NEUVAINE A SAINT FRANf;OIS XAVIER 
La devotion a saint Franc;ois Xavier, second patron du Canada, fut soli­

dement implantee par lesjesuites des les debuts de la colonie. C'est a partir 
du 3 decembre 1667 que la fete de saint Franc;ois Xavier dut etre observee 
et chomee58. Une neuvaine en son honneur que donnaient lesjesuites dans 
leur eglise de Montreal comportait, a partir de 1719, indulgence et bene­
diction du saint Sacrement59. Cependant, en dehors du cadre jesuitique 
montrealais, la neuvaine ne se pratiquait pas de fac;on organisee. Apres la 
conquete et suite a la mort du dernier jesuite montrealais Jean-Baptiste 
Well, decede en avril 1791, la neuvaine a saint Franc;ois Xavier fut transfe­
ree a la paroisse Notre-Dame6o. Au debut du XIXe siecle, cette pratique 
s'etendit aux autres paroisses. Dix-huit demandes pour son etablissemeni 
furent relevees entre 1826 et 1839. 

La neuvaine se tenait, soit a date fixe du 4 au 12 mars comme a Notre­
Dame, soit du premier samedi au second dimanche du careme comme 
dans la plupart des autres paroisses. 11 y avait habituellement une messe 
avec sermon le matin et une conference l'apres-midi pour laquelle on invi­
tait des predicateurs speciaux, ou, a defaut, les cures voisins. Pour les aider 
dans leur devotion, les fideIes disposaient du livre des exercices de la neu­
vaine a saint Franc;ois Xavier dans lequel etait developpee, pour chacune 
des journees, une consideration sur les vertus du saint sui vie d'une re­
flexion invitant le lecteur ales pratiquer. La neuvieme journee de ce rituel' 
point culminant de la devotion a saint Franc;ois Xavier, etait consacree a 
son abandon cl la providence, sa sainte mort. 

Plus d'une centaine de sermons prononces par les sulpiciens, dans le ca­
dre de la neuvaine a Notre-Dame de Montreal entre 1800 et 1845, furent 
analyses afin de comprendre le cheminement symbolique de cette pratique. 
11 en ressort une structure qui, au debut de la neuvaine, place le fidele dans 
un etat de crainte (plaisirs de ce monde, refus du monde sac re, Dieu de 
vengeance et de colere) qui le destine irremediablement it l' enfer (40 a 50% 
de la predication). On veut l'amener ensuite, par le sacrement de penitence 
(40 it 50% des sermons prononces), it un etat d'admiration (abandon des 
plaisirs du monde, participation aux sacrements, Dieu de bonte) qui le des­
tine aux splendeurs et merveilles du ciel (10% des themes exploites). Tout 
au long de la predication, une insistance particuliere est portee sur le 
theme de la mort; c'est elle qui decide de l'eternite du fidele: mort eternelle 
cJU vie eternelle. Ce veritable "blitz" de la penitence a pour but ultime de 
preparer un plus grand nombre de fideles it la communion pascale qui suit 
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de quelques jours la neuvaine. Les quelque dix-huit demandes d'etablisse­
ment entre 1826 et 1839 et les trente-trois editions du livre des exercices de 
la neuvaine (50% se situent entre 1820 et 1840) temoignent de la popula­
rite de cette pratique dans la premiere moitie du XIXe siecle. Ainsi, en 
1834, it Notre-Dame de Montreal, le superieur Joseph-Vincent Quiblier 
(1790-1852) rapporte qhe, malgre la pluie et le mauvais etat des chemins, 
plus de dix mille personnes s'etaient agenouillees pour recevoir la benedic­
tion apostolique61 . Un journal signale d'ailleurs que "jamais depuis la dedi­
cace de l'eglise de Montreal, une si nombreuse assemblee ne s'etait trouvee 
reunie dans son enceinte sacree ... "62. En 1837, le meme journal declare 
que "la ceremonie de cl6ture a ete des plus imposantes; la foule du peuple 
etait immense. L'eglise etait litteralement pleine"63. 

Apres 1840, la neuvaine continuera it etre pratiquee. EIle sera, toutefois, 
partieIlement eclipsee au profit des campagnes de missions populaires dont 
la structure sous forme de retraite est empruntee it la neuvaine. La neu­
vaine it saint Fran<;ois Xavier peut donc etre consideree comme un ritue1 
coIlectif anticipant l'action declenchante de ce qu'il est main tenant con­
venu d'appeler le reveil religieux des annees 184064. 

ICONOGRAPHIE: SIGNIFICATION RELIGIEUSE ET 
HIS TORIQ UE 

11 existe entre l'iconographie de La mort de saint Fram;ois Xavier et la 
neuvaine en son honneur des concordances historiques indeniables. Ces 
deux manifestations connurent leur apparition veritable it l'aube du XIXe 
siecle, leur apogee vers 1825 et leur declin vers 1840. Des vingt-six oeuvres 
recensees sur ce theme, au moins 60% (16/26) furent produites ou impor­
tees entre 1800 et 1833. C'est egalement entre ces dates que se situe le som­
met de popularite de la neuvaine. 

Pour trois des oeuvres etudiees, il existe une preuve directe de leur asso­
ciation avec la neuvaine. Ce sont les oeuvres de Dulongpre it Notre-Dame 
(voir sa lettre et les mentions d'accrochage it la veille de la neuvaine), de 
Legare it Vaudreuil (voir la lettre du cure Archambault, les deliberations 
des marguilliers et les mentions d'accrochage) et la gravure de R.A. 
Sproule (voir l'annonce de mise en vente de l'epreuve). 

Pourtant, la predication sulpicienne etudiee ne fait jamais reference 
d'une fa<;on directe au tableau. De fa<;on generale, meme le personnage de 
saint Fran<;ois Xavier est peu present dans ce discours. Toutefois, un ser­
mon prononce par Jean-BaptisteCharles Bedard en 1804, it Notre-Dame, 
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soit la premiere annee de l'emprunt du tableau de Dulongpre, propose une 
description de la fin terrestre du saint qui n'est pas sans rappeler la repre­
sentation que les fideles avaient sous les yeux: 

Un autre fruit de ses travaux et de ses conquetes, etoit la cou­
ronne precieuse qu'il se preparoit pour l'eternite. La gloire 
des heros du monde finit a la mort; et c'est a la mort que com­
mence celle des heros de la religion. Aussi, avec quelle tran­
quilite et quelle douce con fiance, voit-il arriver la derniere 
heure! 11 meurt donc, couronne de l'amour de Dieu, et va re­
cevoir dans le ciel, la recompense de ses vertus et le prix de 
ses travaux65 . 

Le schema d'interpretation qui a ete degage de la predication sulpi­
cienne permet, cependant, d'eclairer et de motiver le sens profond de l'ico­
nographie de La mort de saint Fram;ois Xavier. Le tableau religieux, au 
meme titre que les lois, rites et autres objets du culte, fait partie du monde 
sacre. 11 doit servir d'intermediaire entre l'homme et l'au-dela en operant 
une manifestation theophanique. L'iconographie doit souligner ce role de 
mediation. Ainsi, saint Fran<;ois Xavier est represente dans sa condition 
humaine, mais sa communication avec les anges de l'au-dela apporte une 
compos ante inhabituelle a la composition et contribue a son caractere sur­
nature!' Le champ du sacre emprunte a la structure du my the en offrant au 
fideIe des modeles de comportement par l'exemple de heros surnaturels 
(role paradigmatique) qui etablissent un ordre cosmogonique et historique 
manifestant une idealite ou une forme eternelle (role etiologique). La re­
presentation de La mort de saint Franr;ois Xavier rejoint egalement la 
structure du my the. Par son effet exemplaire, saint Fran<;ois Xavier incul­
que un nouveau mode de vie, il devient l'operateur presque magique per­
mettant l'obtention d'une grace et peut transformer l'ordre du monde. 11 
constitue un exemple ideal de l'absolu chretien: la saintete. 

Par rapport au cheminement symbolique de la predication, l'iconogra­
phie se situe dans l'etat d'admiration. Dans le domaine profane, la repre­
sentation met en relief les valeurs de pauvrete, de detachement, de mortifi­
cation et de soumission. Le personnage utilise au maximum plusieurs 
elements du sacre symbolisant la priere: le crucifix, le breviaire, le chape­
let. 11 s'ensuit une image d'un Dieu de bonte, ici represente dans la plupart 
des cas par ses emissaires: les anges. L'iconographie nous presente la mort 
bonne et sainte qui mene a la vie eternelle. Ce sujet s'accorde avec la the­
matique des derniers jours de la neuvaine, il en symbolise la realisation ul-
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time, le developpement logique. Ainsi, a l'interieur d'un discours centre 
principalement sur l'importance de la conversion, la representation des 
derniers instants du saint ajoute l'exemple a la demonstration. L'iconogra­
phie complete le message livre par la predication: la condition humaine est 
illustree sous sa forme magnifique (le sort des heros), alors que la predica­
tion insistait surtout sur son aspect catastrophique. 

L'emergence du theme iconographique de La mort de saint Fram;ois 
Xavier et de la neuvaine au debut du XIXe siec1e, coincide avec une pe­
riode critique de l'histoire de l'Eglise catholique au Canada. Le clerge est 
dans une situation precaire: il y a tarissement de ses sources de recrute­
ment et changement des origines sociales de ses membres66• L'iconogra­
phie illustre peut-etre cette situation. A la mort du dernier jesuite mon­
trealais, la neuvaine est reprise par les sUlpiciens qui choisissent, par 
solidarite, de l'illustrer par une scene montrant la mort d'unjesuite seul et 
abandonne. On peut y voir une allusion au sentiment de detresse s'empa­
rant de la communaute ecc1esiastique qui se voit aussi mourir. A la meme 
epoque, la pratique religieuse est a son plus bas; seulement 63% des gens 
en age de communier s'acquittent de leur devoir pascal dans la region 
montrealaise au cours de l'annee 1839. A Notre-Dame, la situation est 
pire, le taux etant d'environ 42% tout au long de la decennie de 183067. La 
neuvaine a saint Fran<;ois Xavier, situee a quelques jours de Paques, vise a 
preparer et a mobiliser un plus grand nombre de fideles pour cette fete. Le 
theme iconographique employe a cet effet encourage le fideIe a une soumis­
sion totale, a une volonte de changement salutaire, a une participation aux 
devoirs sacres et a un abandon des biens de ce monde. Ces lignes directri­
ces sont en opposition directe avec les tendances manifestees par la popu­
lation. Par le choix de ce theme, le c1erge cherchait avant tout a apaiser le 
c1imat de bouillonnement social qui prevalait. 

Ainsi s'explique la diffusion de ce theme au Bas-Canada. Si le pheno­
meme de copie qui est a la base meme de cette diffusion en rebute encore 
plusieurs, force est de constater l'originalite dont nos artistes ont fait 
preuve. Ainsi, en comparant les oeuvres de Joseph Legare avec celles du 
Pere Laure, ou d'EtienneJoseph Hianveu, ou encore avec le tableau-relief 
du Musee des beaux-arts de Montreal, on constate d'emblee la multiplicite 
des media employes et les differences marquees dans le rendu des oeuvres. 
De plus, en prenant comme modeIe une gravure, nos artistes ont sou vent 
du composer eux-memes le coloris de leurs oeuvres. Un artiste tel Louis 
Dulongpre a meme su renouveller sensiblement sa composition a quelques 
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annees d'intervalle. Plusieurs points d'interrogation subsistent, mais i1 est 
main tenant clair que le choix de ce theme etait delibere et repondait a des 
raisons d'ordre ideologique. En confrontant les caracteres qui se degagent 
de l'analyse iconographique avec la structure semantique du discours qui 
lui etait historiquement relie, il a ete possible de toucher a la veritable si­
gnification de ce theme et ainsi d'en expliquer l'emergence et la diffusion. 
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Resume 

DISSEMINATION OF AN ICONOGRAPHICAL 
THEME IN THE ARTWORK OF QUEBEC: THE 
DEATH OF SAINT FRANCOIS XAVIER 

Twenty-six works of art on the theme of The Death of Saint-Frant;ois Xavier 
have been recorded in the province of Quebec: nineteen paintings, four engrav­
ings, one polychrome high relief, one drawing and one fresco. Using specific 
iconographical criteria, these works have been grouped into three distinct series. 
As well, the original models for two series have been rediscovered. Problems of at­
tribution, dating and provenance have also been researched and solved. 

An iconographical analysis of the work defines the symbolic and didactic char­
acter of the theme: the imminence of death but equally, the possibility of salvation 
through obedience to clerical teaching, prayer and mortification. The wide dis­
semination of this theme went hand in hand with an increased "devotion" to Saint 
Fran<;ois Xavier at the beginning of the 19th century and a novena in the Saint's 
honour became popular throughout Lower Canada. An analysis of the religious 
discourse of the novena (predication and Book of Exercises) reveals a significant 
structure which explains the import of the iconography. The symbolic content of 
the work describes the movement through predication from the state of sin to a 
state of grace, indicated by the iconography. 

Such religious content impelled the pious to total obedience, to strive for salva­
tion, to participate in sacred duties and to abandon earthly possessions. However, 
these doctrines conflicted with the prevailing popular tendencies toward de­
creased religious fervour and greater political awareness. This "catholic reaction" 
as presented in the artwork explains the motivation and significance of this impor­
tant iconographic theme at the beginning of the 19th century. 

Translation: Editorial Staff 
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SHORT NOTE/NOTE ET COMMENTAIRE 

Morrice: 1912 

De tous les peintres canadiens du debut du XXe siecie, James Wilson 
Morrice est sans conteste celui qui s'est le plus manifeste sur la scene inter­
nationale au cours de sa carriere: de 1888 a 1923, il expos a dans trente-six 
centres ou musees differents. De son vivant, ses oeuvres furent presentees 
dans plus de 140 expositions 1.11 vient au premier rang pour le nombre de 
tableaux exposes dans les salons parisiens jusqu'a la premiere guerre mon­
diale, soit 101 oeuvres en tout. Son compatriote D.S. MacLaughlan le suit, 
bien loin derriere, avec 52 tableaux presentes a Paris 2. 

11 est certain qu'une participation reguliere aux salons de la Societe na­
tionale des Beaux-Arts ou au Salon d'Automne etait presque obligatoire 
pour un artiste residant it Paris. Mais pourquoi Morrice a-t-il persiste a en­
voyer des oeuvres a Montreal et a Toronto? Pourquoi participe-t-il a cer­
taines expositions americaines, britanniques ou europeennes a l'exterieur 
de Paris? C'est que, pour lui, les frontieres n'existent pas. Toute sa vie il 
parcourt le monde, et ses oeuvres en font autant. En homme ambitieux, il 
veut reussir coute que coute. 11 ne se satisfait pas d'une honnete reputation 
locale, mais aspire a une renommee internationale. 

Le Paris de la fin du XIXe siecle est une ville en pleine effervescence Oll 
se cotoient tous les mouvements artistiques importants, non seulement 
dans le domaine" des beauxarts mais aussi dans celui du theatre ou de la 
musique. Pour des peintres etrangers, la reconnaissance des critiques pari­
siens etait certainement de premiere importance; le seul moyen qu'ils 
avaient de se faire remarquer etait d'exposer leurs oeuvres dans les salons 
de la Ville-Lumiere. 

Cependant, en ce debut du XXe siecle, l'hegemonie de Paris comme 
principal centre artistique du monde commence a etre mise en doute. Cer­
taines manifestations internationales d'avantgarde sont presentees ail­
leurs: ainsi, l'exposition annuelle de Bruxelles (La Libre Esthetique), Oll 

153 



Morrice expose a quat re reprises entre 1900 et 1908, ou la 'Secession' de 
Munich, ou il est present en 1903. La Libre Esthetique presentant des oeu­
vres postimpressionnistes d'avant-garde, Morrice a done vu ses tableaux 
confrontes a ceux des Valloton, Roussel, Ensor, Signac, Van de Velde. 

C'est surement la fortune personnelle de Morrice qui lui a permis de 
participer a tant d'expositions, au Canada ou a l'etranger. Nous savons 
que des artistes aussi importants que Clarence Gagnon ou Alfred 
Laliberte 3, pour ne citer que ceux-Ia, se sont vus obliges, faute d'argent 
pour le transport, de refuser d'envoyer des oeuvres a des expositions. Mor­
rice n'ajamais souffert de cette entrave financiere. La seule raison qui l'em­
peche parfois d'expedier des oeuvres est le manque de temps. 

Le choix que fait l'artiste des oeuvres qu'il presente a une exposition est 
aussi tres important, et peut nous aider a comprendre beaucoup de choses 
qu'il n'a jamais revelees autrement. Prenons, a titre d'exemple, l'annee 
1912. Au debut de l'annee, Morrice vient rendre vi site a sa famille, a 
Montreal. Des la fin dejanvier 4, il part precipitamment pour l'Afrique du 
Nord et sejourne a Tanger jusqu'au printemps. 11 revient a Paris, puis 
passe une partie de l'ete en Bretagne et en Normandie. En decembre, il re­
tourne a Tanger apres s'etre arrete a Marseille, Barcelone et Gibraltar 5. 

Pendant ce temps, ses oeuvres circulent aux Etats-Unis, dans une expo­
sition itinerante presentee a Buffalo, Boston et SaintLouis 6 (fig. 1). Mor­
rice y presente neuf tableaux. La place Chateaubriand (collection du 
Mount Royal Club de Montreal) peint vers 1899-1900, a deja ete presente 
au Salon de la Societe nationale des Beaux-Arts de 1903 7. Le tableau inti­
tule San Giorgio, Venise (collection particuliere), peint en 1902, appartient 
depuis quelques annees deja au collectionneur canadien J.R. Wilson 
lorsqu'il est expose aux Etats-Unis, en 1912. Morrice fait aussi parvenir 
Jour de lessive cl Charenton (collection de l' Art Gallery of Hamilton) qu'il 
avait deja presente en 1900 a l'exposition de la Royal Canadian Academy, 
a Ottawa 8, et au Salon du Printemps de l'Art Association de Montreal 9. 

11 expose aussi Les remparts, Saint-Malo (collection du Musee des beaux 
arts de Montreal) peint lors d'un de ses sejours a Saint-Malo, en 1898 ou 
1899. Ce tableau avait deja ete expose en 1901 a PhiladelphielO, ainsi qu'a 
la Pan American Exhibition de Buffalo!!, ou illui merite une medaille. 
Morrice presente aussi La plage, Saint-Malo (collection particuliere) qu'il 
avait expose pour la premiere fois a Londres en 190P2. Deux autres ta­
bleaux Circus et Snow Scene Canada sont impossibles a identifier dans 
l'etat actuel de nos recherches. 

154 



• 

fi, I ful"bI'ron of Wor.u by/hI! Mtmbus o/tlrrSocIC1c de Pemlres et de Seulpteurs dc Pans (fwmul), The 
Socl"'~ " 0,,"11 .. ). Bmlon. ]912, (On pnil "OIr ill'V\lrime gauche de la phOIO!raphlc Jour d .. lnsi~ Q 

Chatl'n/O/I de W Momcc), Museum or Fine An!, Boston. (PhOlo: Museum of Fme Ans. Soslon) 

Le 25 avril de cette annee 1912, s'ouvfe a Pittsburgh l'exposilion an­
nuelle du Carnegie Institute ou Morricc prescnte a nouvcau La place Cha­
teaubriand execute en 18991900u . 11 est difficilc d'identificr Ics deux au­
Ires tableaux, si cc n'es! que 011 rhe Grand Callal, Venice date 
vraisemblablement d'avant \90S. Si on se permel d'idenlificr Children all 
tile Sea Shore avec Sur la falaise. Normandie (collection particuliere), jJ 

fau! aussi le daler du debut des 3nnl:CS 1900. 

L'ensemble des oeuvres exposees aux Etats-Unis en celte annee 1912 
montre donc la production de Morrice du debut des annees 1900, c'est-a­
dire des oeuvres qui datent de pres de dix ans, et qui toutes ont deja ete pre­

sentees duns des expositions anterieures. Celle constalalion IlOUS permel 
donc d'avancer I'hypolhese qu'il ne s'agil pas d'exposilions imporlantes 

pour Morrice. 
VOYOIlS mainlenant ce qui se passe au Canada. En fevrier 1912, le Cana­

dian Art Club de Toronlo presenle son exposition annuelle, Cl Morrice Y 
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expose ses tableauxl4. Toutes les oeuvres, a l'exception de la Vieille Maison 
Holton (collection du Musee des beaux-arts de Montreal), ont ete execu­
tees au debut des annees 1900, soit de sept a dix ans avant l'exposition du 
Canadian Art Club. La Vieille Maison Holton, pour sa part, a ete realise 
entre 1908 et 1910 et est donc le tableau le plus recent que Morrice expose 
a Toronto. 

A Montreal, au Salon du Printemps de l'Art Association qui, en 1912, a 
lieu du 14 mars au 6 avriIl5, Morrice presente au public montrealais Pa­
lazzo Dario (collection particuliere) datant des environs de 1905 et obtient 
le prix Jessie Dow. 11 y expose aussi Venise, La Nuit, qui fait maintenant 
partie de la collection du Musee des beaux-arts du Canada. Ce tableau qui 
date de 1901 avait deja ete expose a Paris en 190216, et a Philadelphie en 
1903 17. 11 presente aussi quatre pochades que nos recherches ne nous ont 
pas permis d'identifier. 

Palazzo Dario et Venise, La Nuit sont presentes de nouveau a l'automne 
de la meme annee, lors de l'exposition de la Royal Canadian Academy, a 
Ottawal8 . Le tableau le plus recent que Morrice y fait voir, Cote de la Mon­
tagne (collection particuliere) a ete execute vers 1909 ou 1910. 

Dans l'ensemble des expositions canadiennes et americaines de l'annee 
1912, une constante se degage. Morrice ne presente aux publics canadien 
et americain que des oeuvres peintes au cours des annees 1900 a 1910 qu'il 
a generalement deja presentees a d'autres expositions, et qui ne refietent 
pas ses preoccupations actuelles. 

Par contre, a Paris, au Salon d'AutomneI9, qu'il considere comme l'ex­
position la plus importante, il presente quatre oeuvres recentes, executees 
lors de son sejour a Tanger, quelques mois plus tot, ainsi que Le Pouldu, la 
Plage et Blanche. Morrice choisit d'exposer: Tanger (fig. 2), Tanger, les 
Environs (fig. 3), et Tanger, Boutique (fig. 4). N'oublions pas que ces oeu­
vres ont ete executees au printemps de l'annee 1912, lors de son sejour a 
Tanger moins de six mois auparavant. 

La Societe du Salon d'Automne tient sa premiere exposition au Grand 
Palais des Champs-Elysees de Paris, le 31 octobre 1903. A partir de 1905, 
et jusqu' en 1913, Morrice y fait regulierement des envois. Pour lui, comme 
pour plusieurs artistes contemporains, le Salon d' Automne est le plus im­
portant evenement artistique de Paris. 11 ecrit en 1909: "I am working like 
a slave now for the Automne Salon which opens next month. It is the most 
interesting exhibition of the year. Somewhat revolutionary at times but 
has the most original work"2o. Le peintre montrealais y expose donc ses 
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liB 2 J W Mornce, Tanger, 1912. h .. "k sur 10I1t, 66)\ 93 cm. Coli Mu!ioeC du QudJec, J.4.-467P, (PhoIO; LI>C 
CharlLef, QudJec) 

fig. j J W Mom~, Tlnger, Itu nviron .. 1912, hUlk sur loilt. 6~.5 l\ 81,7 cm, Coli Music des beaux-.n~ 
du Canad., OllawI, 6I0fI. (Photo, Mus« des bcaUl\-.rl5 du Canada, Ot1awI.) 
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-­• c: 

lia 4 J W Morncc, T."ger, boullque. 1912, huile sur tOllc. S4.<'I x 6S.1 em. Coil Mus« du Queb«. 
J.4-S7QP (Photo: Claude Bur~u, Qutbec.) 

ocuvres les plus Teccnles. C'est aussi cel1e Societe qUi organisera la pTe­
nHere n:tTospecllve de l'ocuvre de Morrice apres sa mOri, en 192421 . 

11 est bien evident que Morrice se sent plus Mimuic a cnvoyer ses oeu­
"res recenles au Salon d'Aulomne de Paris qu'it I'Art Association de 
Montreal. Memc la construction du nouvcau musee, inaugure en celte an­
nec 1912, ne reussit pas a le detourner du milieu du Salon d'Aulomne de 
Paris. Qui pourrait reil bliimer? L'An Association de 1912, malgre son 
nouveau musee. n'en garde pas mains un caractere regional, alors qu';i Pa­
ris, le Salon d"Aulomne de 1912 expose mllle sepl cent soixante-dix (1770) 

tableaux. Notons en passant quelques noms d'arllslcs, peu connus it I'ep<>­
que, qui participerenl it ce Salon, lenu du ler octobre au g novembre : Cha· 
gall, Marcel Duchamp, Duchamp· Villon, Fernand Leger, Henri Malisse, 
Modigliani, Picabia el Van Dongen. 
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Meme David Morrice, le pere de l'artiste, est conscient que son fils ne 
fait pas parvenir sa production n§cente au Canada. 11 ecrit a Edmund Mor­
ris, le 22 mars 1911: 

... that it would be distinctly in his interest to send out more 
of his important work to Canada, than he has been in the 
habit of doing. Of course he cannot altogether be blamed for 
this, as up to a comparatively recent date his work was not 
recognized to the extent it is today. This did not arise from 
the quality, but his style of painting is peculiar, distinctly his 
own, and in a community like Montreal and Toronto, both of 
whom are young, in so far as Art is concerned, had not been 
accustomed to regard work simply on its merits. They 
looked, and still do today, for something more pleasing to the 
general eye22. 

David Morrice se rend assez bien compte que la societe canadienne de 
l'epoque, a peine sortie de l'ere victorienne, n'etait peut-etre pas en mesure 
d'apprecier les tableaux que son fils peint en 1911-1912. James Wilson 
Morrice ecrit en 1911 a son ami Edmund Morris: "I am becoming doubtful 
about the advisability of sending pictures to Toronto"23. Le peintre nous 
donne en suite deux raisons: le manque d'acheteurs et le peu d'interet ma­
nifeste par le public face a son oeuvre. 11 ajoute sarcastiquement: "I have 
not the slightest desire to improve the taste of the Canadian public". 

Nous avons pris comme exemple l'annee 1912. Le meme exercice et la 
meme analyse auraient pu etre faits pour plusieurs annees de la carriere de 
Morrice avant 1914. La premiere guerre mondiale vient interrompre les 
activites des grands salons parisiens. Le monde de l'art est entraine dans le 
bouleversement general. Rappelons-nous que les premieres oeuvres cubis­
tes avaient ete presentees au Salon d' Automne de 1910; Morrice les yavait 
vues, et avait ecrit qu'il etait incapable de comprendre ce genre de pein­
ture. 

Un changement radical se des sine, mais Morrice est deja trop age et, 
sans doute aussi, trop homme de la fin du XIXe siecle, pour entrer dans ce 
courant nouveau qui sera le point de depart de tout l'art du XXe siecle. 

Nicole Cloutier 
Conservatrice de l'art canadien ancien 

Musee des beaux-arts de Montreal 
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BOOK REVIEWS / COMPTES RENDUS 

Semiologie dn langage visnel 
Fernande SAINT-MARTIN 
Presses de l'Universite du Quebec, Sainte­
Foy, 1987 
306 pp., $28.00 

Voici un ouvrage important sur la th6o­
rie de l'art. Ouvrage qui ne sera pas sans 
soulever une reflexion serieuse sur la nature 
et les fonctions des oeuvres d'art. Quittant 
les sentiers des analyses sUbjectives et im­
pressionnistes, Fernande SaintMartin pose 
d'emblee sa recherche comme une interro­
gation sur les productions specifiques aux 
humains: la production de langages. L'art 
visuel est langage et, comme tout langage, il 
peut etre l'objet d'une analyse semiotique 
telle que l'a definie Morris (1938) 1, c'est-a­
dire qu'il est possible d'en degager les di­
mensions syntaxiques, semantiques et prag­
matiques. En reveler ainsi les structures, 
c'est en faire la semiologie. 

Bien qU'essentiellement axe sur des ques­
tions d'ordre syntaxique, l'ouvrage n'en 
presente pas moins une these importante 
d'ordre semantique sur la nature du langage 
visuel, these qui conditionne tout le reste de 
l'analyse et meme le choix des methodes. 
En effet, pour l'auteure, le langage visuel 
communique avant tout une experience 
perceptuelle et cognitive de type spatial. La 
signification d'une oeuvre resulte surtout 
des rapports de voisinage, de separation, 
d'enveloppement, de modes, de succession, 
etc. Ce sont des rapports qui sont a la 
source d'experiences emotives et concep­
tuelles profondes et essentiellement incons­
cientes. Le langage visuel cependant n'est 
pas qu' experience du monde spatial, il est 
aussi un langage dynamique et operatoire. 
11 fait exister l'espace, le met en forme, le 

structure et meme le transforme. 11 est donc 
un mode propre de penser et de creer. L'an­
teure fait ainsi sienne la pensee d' Arnheim: 

L'activite artistique constitue une 
forme de raisonnement dans la­
quelle perception et pensee sont in­
dissolublement liees. Je ne pouvais 
me defendre d'affirmer qU'une per­
sonne qui peint, ecrit, compose ou 
danse, pense avec ses sens 2. 

Pour proceder a cette analyse du langage 
visuel, F. SaintMartin nous propose de l'ap­
procher par la topologie c'est-a-dire de 

penser le champ spatial visuel 
comme un champ de forces ou de 
tensions energetiques en conti­
nuelle mutation permettant de ren­
dre compte des energies materiel­
les vehiculees par les elements 
plastiques dans le contexte des pro­
cessus energetiques qui structurent 
l'activite perceptive elle-meme 
(p.xV). 

Dans ce paradigme, l'auteure tentera alors 
d'identifier les formants primitifs de toute 
oeuvre plastique, mais sans jamais les iden­
tifier comme des unites minimales autono­
mes et stables. Chaque element constituant 
sera considere comme participant a un pro­
cessus dynamique de type perceptuel. C'est 
ainsi que seront analysees les diverses varia­
bles visuelles constituant l'element de base 
du langage visue!: le coloreme, cette "zone 
du champ visuellinguistique, corn!lative a 
une concentration constituee par une masse 
de matiere energetique regroupant un 
ensemble de variables visuelles" (p.6). Le 
coloreme apparait ainsi comme une "tota­
lite organisee par la perception". 

Toute variation des constituants au sein 
du coloreme modifie l'integralite de ce colo-
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reme du point de vue de sa perception. 
Cette perception du coloreme se situe evi­
demment dans le temps. 11 apparalt au mo­
ment d'un regard specifique et peut etre dif­
ferent a un autre. 11 y a donc une part 
d'arbitraire dans le decoupage des colore­
mes. Ils ne constituent pas des form ants sta­
bles comme le sont les lexemes d'une lan­
gue. 11 y a quelque chose de subjectif dans la 
determination d'un coloreme. Bref, le colo­
reme est le nom "donne au percept qui cir­
conscrit un regroupement de variables vi­
suelles dans l'unite d'une concentration du 
regard" (p.7). 

Ce coloreme est par ailleurs lui-meme 
une totalite de plusieurs variables. S'inspi­
rant des propositions de Bertin (1973) 3, 

Saint-Martin modifie et rec1asse ces varia­
bles qui sont main tenant chez elle definies 
essentiellement en termes plastiques et per­
ceptuels. Les variables plastiques sont: la 
couleur et la texture. Les variables percep­
tuelles sont: la frontiere (ce qui produit la 
forme), la dimension, l'orientation (ou la 
vectorialite) et finalement l'implantation 
dans le plan. Ces variables sont definies 
alors comme des champs de forces ou de 
tensions liees au processus de centration du 
regard. Elles varient selon les projections 
perceptuelles. 

Le deuxieme chapitre de l'ouvrage est 
consacre a l'analyse de ces variables visuel­
les. Tantot on y souligne des dimensions 
historiques, tan tot on y offre des analyses 
theoriques sur leur nature topologique et 
gestaltiste. Dans la variable "couleur", on 
etudie, par exemple, la modalite d'engen­
drement, la chromaticite, l'interaction, etc. 
Ou encore, pour la variable "dimension", on 
analyse les divers types de formes qu'une 
oeuvre peut presenter. La theorie gestaltiste 
sert ici de toile de fond. 

Le troisieme chapitre ebauche une theo­
rie syntaxique du regroupement des varia-
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bles visuelles. Ces interrelations sont etu­
diees d'un point de vue soit syntaxique, soit 
topologique soit gestaltiste. Dans ce do­
maine des interrelations, tout est dynami­
que, en mouvement et chaque enonce visuel 
complexe n'offre pas de criteres definitifs 
d'acceptabilite. 

Chaque syntaxe contient un nombre 
restreint de regles et certaines sont hierar­
chisees. On y trouve: a) les regles de regrou­
pements des coloremes entre eux, regroupe­
ments qui dependent des rapports 
topologiques, des rapports gestaltistes, de la 
loi d'interaction des couleurs, b) les regles 
issues des rapports des coloremes avec la 
structure energetique du champ visuel ou 
ils sont implantes, c) les regles modales qui 
president aux effets de distance et qui fon­
dent divers systemes ou modes de perspec­
tive. 

Le premier type de regles porte sur les 
rapports topologiques c'est-a-dire ceux qui 
ne sont pas lineaires et qui creent la percep­
tion du continu et du discontinu dans une 
oeuvre. L'auteure distingue ainsi les liai­
sons/disjonctions suivantes: le voisinage, la 
separation, l' emboftement, l' en ve!oppemen t, 
la succession, la vectorialite. 

Enfin, pour les formes, l'analyse etudie 
leurs relations gestaltistes. Chaque percep­
tion est unification d'informations diverses: 
ce que les theories gestaltistes nomment une 
forme et les theories cognitives appellent 
des schemes integrateurs. Toute perception 
integre des elements disparates en fonction 
de facteurs de regroupement! disjonction 
tels: a) le rapport figure-fond, b) la pro xi­
mite/contiguite, c) la similitude, d) la clo­
ture ou fermeture dans les coloremes, les 
frontieres ou vecteurs d'enfermement, e) la 
"bonne" courbe et les "bons" angles, t) la 
meme direction, g) la similitude iconique 
qui est comprise comme une interpretation 
perceptive de formes construites dans la 



dynamique iconique. 
C'est a partir de ces elements que s'ela­

bore ce que la gestalt appeIle la "bonne 
forme" ou a l'inverse la "forme irreguliere". 
Ces formes par ailleurs se regrouperont 
dans le tableau pour construire des expan­
sions soit bi-dimensionneIles (verticalite­
horizontalite, orientation, etc.), ou tridi­
mensionneIles (profondeur, perspective, 
implantation des plans). Tout tableau selon 
l'auteure impliquera toujours ces divers ni­
veaux de la bi- et tri-dimensionnalite. 

L'interet majeur de cette analyse reside 
dans l'effort constant de Fernande Saint­
Martin de ne jamais entrer dans un niveau 
d'interpretation iconique. Dans cette pers­
pective, un tableau n'est pas quelque chose 
qu'on "lit", on n'en dechiffre pas les 
"images", les "representations",etc., il est 
avant tout experience perceptueIle. 

Outre ce niveau du coloreme et des rap­
ports entre coloremes, l'auteure nous pro­
pose de considerer un troisieme niveau 
d'analyse. Il existerait en effet, une mega­
structure d'organisation des elements plas­
tiques et de leurs rapports mutuels. CeIle-ci, 
selon Saint-Martin qui reprend de fa<;:on 
modifiee la these de Kandinsky (1964) 4, 

appartiendrait au pouvoir integrateur du 
plan originel. En effet, tout tableau serait 
necessairement construit a partir de ten­
sions energetiques constituees de points et 
de lignes qui investiraient les diverses com­
posantes plastiques d'une oeuvre. Le plan 
originel exige une implantation des diverses 
marques de l'oeuvre, leur donnant direc­
tion, poids, support, positionnement... . 
Selon SaintMartin, cette influence du plan 
originel n'appartiendrait pas a des proprie­
tes objectives, materieIles du plan originel 
comme tel, mais revelerait des projections 
perceptueIles du producteur ou de l'obser­
vateur du tableau. 

Toujours selon l'auteure, le plan originel 

engendrerait un espace integrateur de type 
non-euclidien, un foyer d'energies et de ten­
sions prenant leur source dans le centre, la 
peripherie et les angles d'un tableau. Ainsi, 
on rencontrerait des vecteurs harmoniques 
diagonaux qui, a partir des angles, concen­
treraient l'energie de perception de la peri­
pherie vers le centre. Une seconde energie 
de type cruciforme surgirait des vecteurs 
horizontaux et verticaux. EIle supporterait 
ou s'opposerait aux energies spatialisantes 
des vecteurs harmoniques. Ces deux gran­
des vectorisations harmoniques et crucifor­
mes engendreraient un troisieme mouve­
ment energetique de type losange par la 
vectorisation, et qui se creerait a partir de la 
rencontre des droites potentieIles reliant la 
moitie des cotes peripheriques. Ce losange a 
son tour engendrerait toute une serie d'es­
paces energetiques triangulaires. Evidem­
ment, ces trajets energetiques varieront en 
fonction du format du plan (cercle, carre, 
rectangle). Ainsi interviendrait dans ce plan 
originel des infrastructures de masses ener­
getiques qui structureraient les diverses 
composantes plastiques d'une oeuvre. 

Le plan originel n'est cependant pas le 
seul a soutenir l'integration d'une oeuvre vi­
sueIle. Sa structuration de l'espace n'est pas 
uniquement topologique, elle est aussi 
representative. Et s'y joue alors la perspec­
tive. En effet, la perception "projette" neces­
sairement la dimensionnalite aux compo­
santes du tableau. Elle ajoute ainsi la 
profondeur, la superposition, etc. Mais ces 
categories doivent etre remises en question 
car elles appartiennent presqu'exclusive­
ment aux theories perspectivistes euclidien­
nes ou lineaires. Et il faut en proposer des 
nouveIles pour rendre compte de la multi­
tude des perspectives operant dans un ta­
bleau telles par exemple: la perspective 
proxemique, focale, reversible, mixte, ta­
chiste, spherique, cavaliere, cubiste, projec-
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tive, lineaire, oblique, en hauteur, frontale, 
atmospherique, etc. 

Les deux derniers chapitres de l'ouvrage 
traitent des probU:mes d'application du mo­
dele theorique. Ainsi, le chapitre six l'appli­
que it l'univers de la sculpture Oll l'auteure, 
par extension, reprend le theme de la spatia­
lite mais en y integrant maintenant le vo­
lume. Jouera ici encore la question to polo­
gique. Dans l'oeuvre sculpturale, elle 
instaurera des forces et des energies dont 
l'origine vient autant de l'interieur que de la 
surface et de l'environnement de l'oeuvre: 

Notre hypothese propose en pre­
mier lieu de definir la sculpture, de 
fa<;on globale, comme une masse 
topologique essentiellement struc­
turee par les vecteurs reliant ses 
couches centrales, ses couches pe­
ripheriques et ces deux zones it leur 
environnement immediat (p.216). 

Enfin, le dernier chapitre s'interesse plus 
particulierement it l'application de ce mo­
dele it des analyses d'oeuvres. Ici l'auteure 
propose une methode descriptive systemati­
que qui decoupe une oeuvre en plages dans 
lesquelles on identifie la presence ou l'ab­
sence des diverses variables presentees dans 
le modele. Une analyse de regroupement de 
ces variables en des relations plus engloban­
tes cherche it determiner ce qui donne it une 
oeuvre son unite topologique. 

eet ouvrage s'inscrit donc dans une per­
spective theorique relativement differente 
de ce que la tradition semiologique (vg la se­
miologie textuelle de la peinture) et meme 
hermeneutique (iconographique) euro­
peenne propose pour l'analyse des oeuvres 
visuelles it fonction esthetique. En cela, elle 
est originale et creatrice. L'auteure quitte 
ainsi les discours subjectifs et narratifs sur 
l'art qui sont plus des dires de l'experience 
des spectateurs que des dires sur l'oeuvre 
elle-meme. L'auteure s'inscrit toujours 
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dans l'hypothese que les oeuvres visuelles 
peuvent s'analyser comme des "langages". 
Elle soutient qU'elles sont implantees dans 
les reseaux de la communication humaine 
et servent d'acces au reel. Leur fonction co­
gnitive essentielle est parallele au chemine­
ment de notre experience de la spatialite. 
Dans cette perspective, le langage visuel est 
un mode comme un autre de se penser et de 
penser le monde. Et le modele que Fer­
nande Saint-Martin propose pour compren­
dre ces oeuvres visuelles s'inspire de cadres 
theoriques qui ne les voient pas comme re­
presentations structurees des textes et des 
histoires. Le langage visuel presente ses ca­
racteristiques structurales propres et sait 
definir ses modes d'investissement signi­
fiants. Malgre un langage technique sou­
vent aride et quelquefois discutable, l'hypo­
these demeure riche et feconde. Et la 
demonstration de sa validite tout au long de 
l'ouvrage est portee par une analyse fine et 
tres informee. Le lecteur attentif ne peut 
qu'etre seduit. 

Notes 

Jean-Guy Meunier 
Professeur 

Departement de philosophie 
Universite du Quebec it Montreal 
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Michel Lambeth Photographer -
Photographe 

Michael TOROSIAN 
Public Archives of Canada / Archives 
publiques du Canada, Ottawa, 1986 
77 pp., 31 b/w illus., $4.95 

The Photographer as Wandering Photo 
Booth 

With memories of images taken in the 
fifties and sixties hovering behind my eyes, I 
looked at the catalogue of photographs by 
Michel Lambeth. There was rarely the 
swiftness of a Cartier Bresson, the aggres­
siveness of a William Klein, the insatiable 
humour of a Robert Doisneau, the social 
conscience of a Helen Levitt, the critique of 
a Robert Frank. But is it fair to compare 
Lambeth to others? He had his own vision. 
However, context is important: visual, so­
cial, political and personal contexts. Lam­
beth was part of a generation which had 
been at war. They saw and experienced 
events which we can only imagine and they 
survived. A diary entry for 1943 reads: 

Come along with me and I will fill 
your ears with the clamorous 
sounds of war. You don't look as if 
you have ever been involved with 
the worst of the four horsemen, 
you don't seem to have that green 
mustard tinge pressed into the 
creases round your mouth. Let me 
tell you something about the devel­
opment of gangrene in festered 
limbs. You say that you have never 
seen a dead man? Not in your 
whole life? Well let me tell you 
what happens when a man steps on 
a mine. You have never seen that 
either? Come along then, you have 
a lot to learn and I am going to 
write it all down; you'll know 
about it then. 1 

If experience affects one's work, then 
Lambeth's style of photography may have 
been, in part, influenced by the war years. 
In fact that might have been the case for 
many photographers working in the 50's 
and 60's. The dark, murky images of Super 
XX film developed in straight Dektol and 
the aesthetic flip from precise framing and 
fine print to hip shots, blur and grain sig­
nalled a shift in emotional intensity and a 
desire for change. A subjective interpreta­
tion of the existing environment was not al­
ways camouflaged by the pretense of objec­
tivity in photography. 

Judging by the number of texts written 
by Lambeth about the medium, 2 he was 
aware of contemporary work and carried 
the visual baggage of his time. His visual 
language was also informed by his love of 
European cinema, particularly the New 
Realism then prevalent in Italian films 
which validated daily life and condemned 
war. 

Returning from Paris to Montreal in 
1953, then Toronto, where he worked 
briefly in film, Lambeth set himself the goal 
to produce "a meaningful one-man photo­
graphic document of Canadian life." 3 Less 
grandiose than August Sander's "People of 
the Twentieth Century," his objective was 
nevertheless epic. The meaningful phrase is 
perhaps "one-man," for Lambeth's photos 
are coloured by his passion. In a short state­
ment on photography, he wrote: 

Feeling as expressed in emotional 
freedom with photography be­
comes at once a diary of and a 
monument to the particular 
unique existence of one man or 
woman. 4 

It's not difficult, especially given written 
support material, to read Lambeth's images 
as both observations of the existing world 
and reflections of his preoccupations. 
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Three introductory photos reveal both 
Lambeth's use of light and organization of 
the frame, and his personal sense of drama. 
In the first photo on the cover of the cata­
logue, a group of three, presumably a 
family, stands in a darkened entrance. Only 
the young boy gazes at the photographer; a 
woman in dark clothing and in shadow, fac­
ing right, holds onto his hand. A young girl 
in white and light faces left, alone. The 
woman from the first image is echoed in the 
second and Lambeth introduces himself in 
the third. In the mirror of a photo booth, 
one half of his face obscured by shadow and 
his camera, he takes his own photo. This set 
of three images keeps revolving back on it­
self: portrai t/ self-portrai t/ closeness/ 
distance/ darkness/light. 

With the exception of the portraits of 
various artists in the midsection of the cata­
logue, Lambeth is like a wandering photo 
booth taking pictures of people at parades, 
museums, markets and gardens: places 
where crowds congregate, where it is easy 
to mingle, where it is possible to feel a com­
munity of spirit. But behind the camera, the 
photographer is isolated. This is an inherent 
contradiction in this genre of photography; 
the camera is both the barrier which sepa­
rates one from involvement and the tool 
which facilitates engagement. 

The photos are witness to a certain sec­
tor of Toronto, Mexico and a few other cit­
ies and countries, but they accentuate emo­
tional content rather than the site-specific 
environment. Framing reinforces this in­
tensity. For the most part, the protago­
nist(s) is located in the centre and support 
material creeps in around the edges. This is 
not an unusual strategy for the user of 
small, rapid 35mm cameras and the advo­
cates of the snapshot aesthetic. In plate 8, 
two women, one playing an accordion, the 
other singing, could be local street musi­
cians in New York, barely eking out a liv-
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ing. But a sign "Blind," squeezed into the 
upper left corner, identifies a more urgent 
and heart-wrenching scene. Or the setting 
may be the Queen arriving at City Hall in 
Toronto, 1959 (Plate 10), but the drama is 
an adolescent sprawled in arabesque 
against a dark wall and a trio at the bottom, 
crying, speaking and gesturing to the pho­
tographer. This intensity of expression is 
perhaps more appropriate to an instant in 
time than to the event which is the pretext 
for the photographer to seek out those sig­
nificant moments and capture them on film. 
Lambeth possessed a keen sense of choreog­
raphy and used visual tools to assure emo­
tional impact. 

The drama or "message" is further 
heightened by the juxtaposition of images 
in the catalogue. For example, plate 6 is a 
picture of a garage with an adult's car and 
child's car in their places. On the facing 
page, a group of boys plays in a sand pit.· 
Framing is similar, distance equal, interre­
lationship clear: kids play in an adult world. 
This set follows two images which have 
more complicated implications. In plate 4, 
a woman in a white lace sun dress, ruffled 
organza at the bottom, is positioned with 
her arms outstretched. In fact, her hands 
are tied to a cross-like structure. She smiles. 
A man looks over her left shoulder, other 
women are in the background. A sign on 
the left reads "High Art Cover Girls in Per­
son;" the caption identifies the place, the 
Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto. 
Presumably this is a sideshow. The woman 
is the object of attention. Perhaps the man 
will magically release her or perhaps she 
will escape by herself. The adjacent page 
figures two women dressed in coats, flat 
shoes, standing on a car bumper. A child 
sits in a stroller in front of the car. All look 
in the same direction, toward the Grey Cup 
Parade, the quint-essential male event. The 
justaposition of the two images emphasizes 



the contrast: a male sex symbol (I guess) 
versus the mother, the difference of the ap­
parel, the significance of the gaze. This is 
editorial license, a meaning imposed by the 
sequence and selection of work from over 
16,000 negatives by Lambeth in the Public 
Archives collection. 

Further on, four images taken at the 
Royal Ontario Museum dovetail with por­
traits of artists Michael Snow, Joyce Wie­
land, Robert Hedrick, Y osef Drenters and 
James Reaney: these are more premeditated 
photos and ultimately less engaging. The 
catalogue closes with photos from the 
Mexican portfolio, the last series Lambeth 
took with conviction before ending up on 
skid row. While he enjoyed success as a 
photojournalist working for the major 
Canadian publications in the 60's, there 
must have been a contradiction between 
producing work for his personal epic and 
doing assignments for others, some of 
which were as lightweight as "Adults in 
Toyland." 

Michael Torosian, editor of the cata­
logue and curator of the show which was 
mounted at the Canadian Museum of Con­
temporary Photography in 1986, is to be 
commended for his fastidious research. On 
the other hand, while the restraints of pub­
lishing books of photographs are acknowl­
edged, 33 images from such a large collec­
tion seriously limits our understanding of 
the work. Here is where we run into the 
problems of posthumous selection and edit­
ing. It is tricky business to imply the inten­
tions of the photographer when s/he no 
longer has the last word. 

Katherine Tweedie 
Assistant Professor 

Department of Printmaking 
and Photography 

Con cordia University 

Notes 

1 Michel LAMBETH, "Combat Service in Western 
Europe Theatre as tank gunner in Governor General's 
Foot Guard, 21st Armoured Division," Michel Lam­
beth Collection, The Public Archives of Canada, 
quoted in Michael TOROSIAN, Michael Lambeth 
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Canada, 1986, p.56. 

2 The Catalogue Bibliography lists 25 articles on 
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3 Michel LAMBETH, "The Editors Speaking," 

Canadian Metalworking, no. 23, 1960, p.6, quoted in 
TOROSIAN, p.59. 
4 MicheI LAMBETH, "Statement on Photography, 
1966," Michel Lambeth Collection, The Public Ar­
chives of Canada, quoted in TOROSIAN, p.60. 
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LETTER TO THE EDITORS / 
LETTRE AUX REDACTEURS 

I am sorry that Ms. Beaudry feels that 
my review of Les paysages d'Ozias Leduc, 
lieux de meditation / Contemplative Scenes: 
The Landscapes of Ozias Leduc was based 
not on scholarly consideration of facts but 
rather on distortion of her arguments. My 
review was offered in a spirit of collegial dis­
course on an artist that fascinates us both. 
Clearly we differed, and I must say continue 
to differ, on many points of interpretation; I 
am content to let the reader consider and 
decide for him/herself. Doubtless, further 
research will serve to clarify these issues. 

I appreciate the contribution Ms. 
Beaudry's exhibit and catalogue have made 
to the study of Leduc, and also the resulting 
increase in public awareness of this impor­
tant Canadian artist. 

Sincerely, 

Arlene Gehmacher 
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