
CHARLES COMFORT'S LAKE SUPERIOR VILLAGE 
AND THE GREAT LAKES EXHIBITION 1938-39 

T he Great Lakes Exhibition featuring paintings by artists of the Great Lakes 
Region was first conceived in 1936 as a collaborative venture by the Buf­

falo Society of Artists, the Patter an Society (an artists' organization in Buffalo) 
and the Albright Art Gallery. It contained one hundred and sixty-five paintings 
by artists from Buffalo, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, Milwaukee, Rochester, 
Toledo and Toronto. After opening in Buffalo in November 1938, the show 
circulated among all the participating cities except Chicago,l ending up at the 
Milwaukee Art Institute in May, 1939. Toronto was the sole participant from 
north of the 49th parallel, and received the show at the Art Gallery of Toronto 
where it opened on January 6, 1939. 

The rationale for the show as expressed by Edwin J. Weiss, chairman of 
the executive committee of the Patter an Society,2 was to demonstrate a regional 
artistic trend in the cities of the Great Lakes as distinct from other regions in 
North America. The organizers also proposed to show that "each city possessed 
a certain tone or expression in its art peculiar to that city." 3 They were 
motivated by the desire to refute foreign critics whom they felt had been 
belittling American art in order to boost the U.S. market for European (espe­
cially French) art. They also wished to give American painters the impetus to 
paint in the "real American tradition, born of our history, our industries and 
our regional differences and likenesses."4 The Patteran was a regional group 
which had been organized in 1933 with the twin objectives of "open-minded 
discussion without resentment" and "raising the standard of their annual 
exhibition through impartial jury selection."5 The Great Lakes Exhibition was 
the brainchild of one of its members, and was initially intended as a biennial 
affair. There were aspirations that it would prove to be one of the most 
important held in the United States, comparable in national interest to the 
Corcoran and Pittsburgh shows. 6 This, however, was not to be, for the Great 
Lakes Exhibition was a one-time only event. 

Despite this and aided by half a century of hindsight, the Great Lakes 
Exhibition may be regarded as significant for a number of reasons. By focussing 
attention on the Great Lakes Basin, it reopened the issue of Regionalism which 
had not been a hot topic of national debate in the United States since the early 
1930's. This indicated that the nationalist wave that had swept North America 
after World War I had not disappeared, with its concomitant opposition to 
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(Is. 1 Cho1r1("!; Comfon, lakr SUJ)(nor Vdlage. I~J7, Od on C.1n\·:I~. 108 :0; 177.8 cm. An Galle .... 
of Omo1no. Toromo. C,k from tht Fund of tht T f..non Co. Ltd .• or C.1nJd'.1n \"(ork§ 01 ArI. 
I'tooto: An C3l1tn' of Dnt.mOI 

forcign modc) of exprC~!>10n and promotion of ,I mild form of chau\·inlsm. Al)o 
significant wa) the f;let that the exhibition lllowed for l eomplrison berween 
contemporary art of (anlda and the Umted State~. an opporrunir)" seized upon 
b)" emics on bOlh !tide!> of the border. Furthermore, J[ pcrmirred Canldhlll!t to 
see their artistic prodm:tion 111 a North AmericHl I.:Ol1lext. 

The lime W;1!t right for such a compari)on 111 1938. There was a 11\'eh 
interest 111 Canadian-American relarions.H the tIIne; between 1935 ;1nd 1941 
four conferences on Canadl:J.n-American Affairs were held under the loint 
auspices of the Came-gic Endowment for International Peace, Queen's UIII\"cr­
sity and the SI. Lawrence UIl1\"ersity. Comton, New York. The 1937 conference 
dealt with cultural trend!t, and included an address by Canadian arrisr Andrc 
Bider (1896- 1989) entitled "National Aspects of Contemporary American and 
Canadian Painting."' Art critics like Grahal1l Mdnnes of Saturday Nigl1t were 
enthusiastic partICipants 111 the comparatIve exercise through arricle!t and 
re,'lews such a~ hlj, "Artists of the Inland Seas" ,j.lnuary 14, 1939). 

Repeating thiS comp.uati,·e examination fift)" years later sheds new light 
on the an of rh i) period, slIlec It putS the work In a new comext. ~ Bcrtram 
Brooker (1888-1955) amI Charles Comfort (b. 1900), both represented in the 
Great Lakes ExI"IJltI01I, were among the Toronto artists of their day who could 
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see beyond a narrow nationalist point of view. In 1933, at one of the initial 
meetings of the Canadian Group of Painters (successor to the Group of Seven), 
only Brooker and Comfort raised their voices against the strong insular attitude 
they saw reflected in the name of the new group. They felt that "paintings, even 
by Canadians in Canada, need not necessarily be confined to any sort of 
nationalistic tradition." 8 Both recognized the value of exposing their art to 
foreign eyes. A decade earlier Brooker had written that: "The critics of another 
country can often sense the nation's unification in a foreign work of art more 
keenly than in their own, because, being unfamiliar with all the smaller 
complications which the local critic is aware of, they find in the simplified whole 
presented by the artist a coherent experience unlike that portrayed by artists 
among other peoples or in other times." 9 

Comfort felt that the Great Lakes Exhibition was "an admirable idea" 
and that it did "much more than trade pacts and economic agreements to 
emphasize the understanding and amity which exists between the Canadian and 
American people." 10 He had some personal contact with the United States 
through his studies at the Art Students League of New York in 1922-3, where 
his instructors had been Robert Henri (1865-1929) and Euphrasius AlIen 
Tucker (1866-1939). He had also kept in touch with fashionable commercial 
artist Robert Fawcett, a boyhood friend from Winnipeg whose family had 
moved to Chicago around 1919. Comfort had seriously considered moving to 
the States for financial reasons in 1937, a decision he reversed upon procuring 
a teaching position in the Department of Art and Archaeology at the University 
of Toronto that year. In addition, he was well-informed about and pursued an 
ongoing interest in contemporary American painting during the thirties. 
Comfort was awarded first prize of $500.00 in the Great Lakes Exhibition for 
his painting Lake Superior Village, 1937 (fig. 1), by a jury consisting of three 
American art critics: Dorothy Grafly of The Philadelphia Record, J,e. Bulliet 
of The Chicago Daily News, and Malcolm Vaughan, a freelance critic, formerly 
associated with The New York American. 

American art critics of the thirties were not unfamiliar with Canadian 
painting, for Canadian sections had been included in world's fairs and interna­
tional shows from the late nineteenth century, and there had been a number of 
exhibitions devoted to Canadian art in the years leading up to the Great Lakes 
Exhibition. For instance, there were sections devoted to Canadian art in the 
First Pan-American Exhibition of Oil Paintings at the Los Angeles Museum in 
1925-6, the Sesqui-centennial International Exposition in Philadelphia in 1926, 
the first Baltimore Pan-American Exhibition at the Baltimore Museum in 1931, 
and the College Art Association's International Art Exhibition held in New 
York in 1933. As well, a number of exhibitions devoted exclusively to Canadian 
painting were circulated in the United States after World War 1.11 
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fig, 1 lllw~n S. HlIrris, Bca.'~r Swamp, Algoma, 1920.011 on Ganu~. 120.: )( 1"1 cm. Art Gal1~r) 
of Ontario, Toronto, Glfl of RUlh \Iassel· TO\·dJ In mc-mor. 01 Harold \1urchlson To.'dl. 
19B. PholO: AfI Calle-fY of Ont:moi 

In renews of these shows, unlike tho!.c that co\'cred carller International 
expositions, critics made:l conscious :lnempt to dra\\ COmp.msons between the 
art of the differc=nt nations. Francis Henry Taylor, director of the Worcester 
Museum in l\l3ssachusetts saw the value of bnngmg together the art of different 
n:ltions when he remarked that "when a group of American p:unrings are 
:lssembled not as reprcsentative pieces by familiar artists. but as a national 
section of an international show. a compari~on, whether intended or not, L~ 

implied at once. The approach of the critic shifts to an international st:lIe of 
mind, from which any element of chau\'inism or intcllectual preludice which he 
may consciously or unconsciously havc acqUIred must be: eliminated. "I! 

At the POIl-Amenca" Exlubll101I of 1926. Canadian pIctures were 
described as "show illS great vIgor"' and "runnmg ro the decoram·c and to 
patterns," 11 and Lawren Harris' (1885-1970) Be,/l't'f Swump. Algomll. 1920 
(fig. 2). was singled Out and described as displaying "hold execution and ~tark 
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fig. 3. fig.4 InS{,ltiation of the Greu! L"kes £."(/ubmol1 at (he Art Ga!ler)' of Toronlo, jaJ\uar)' 1939, 
Charles Fraser Comfort/NanQnal Archi,'CS of Canada. Ottawa !PA 173708, PA 173709}. 
(phom: Char!e~ Comfort 
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realism." 14 In 1931, the art of Canada and Mexico was compared in a review 
of the Baltimore Pan-American: "Canada's section is of interest in a sharply 
different way, for while its painters, like the Mexicans, seem to be searching for 
some special means of expression, the dominion artists stem more directly from 
the American moderate-modernists." 15 However, the reviewer went on to point 
out the dissimilarity in vision and tendency between the two, contrasting the 
"sharp-edged, clean-surfaced and bright airy color" of the Canadian work with 
the hot, heavily pigmented and slowly rhythmed and earth-toned Mexican 
examples. In fact, this was largely a matter of geography. A comparison was 
drawn between the design elements of Lawren Harris' North Shore, Lake 
Superior, 1926 (National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa) and some of Rockwell 
Kent's northern studies, but the Harris was seen as typically Canadian in its 
high, luminous tones and distinct contrasting layers of colour. The Baltimore 
audience had already seen a large exhibition of Canadian painting the year 
before which was organized by the American Federation of Arts with the 
cooperation of the Carnegie Corporation of New York. 16 

The very small Canadian section at the 1933 College Art Association 
International did not receive much critical attention. As it consisted of five 
paintings by original members of the Group of Seven, it tended to present 
Canadian art in the light of an outdated nationalism. Bertram Brooker, who 
saw the exhibition in New York, was struck by how out of place the Canadian 
paintings appeared in the company of works from other nations. In his opinion 
it went off in either a decorative, or romantic or philosophical direction, and 
with the exception of A.Y. Jackson, lacked a painterly quality. 17 In December 
1934 the installation at the Art Gallery of Toronto of a significant Canadian 
collection, Canadian Paintings, the Collection of Hon. Vincent and Mrs. Massey 
coincided with the exhibition, Contemporary Paintings by Artists of the United 
States, organized by the Carnegie Corporation and circulated in Canada by the 
National Gallery of Canada. Critics took the opportunity to compare the 
artistic output of the two nations. The American work was felt to be more 
progressive and modern, and was praised by Canadians for the "willingness to 
experiment," 18 the "intellectual awareness," 19 and the "free portrayal of a 
tremendous national life as they find it." 20 It was a representative cross-section 
of contemporary American painting, and included artists like Thomas Hart 
Benton, Grant Wood, Charles Burchfield, Andrew Dasberg; and Henry Lee 
McFee, Charles Demuth, Marsden Hartley and Eugene Speicher. 

In 1938, the Great Lakes Exhibition once again gave artists and critics the 
opportunity to see Canadian art within a larger context. This time, since the 
forum was more focussed, being restricted to cities situated around the Great 
Lakes, it forced a closer comparison between the art of Canada and the United 
States. Whereas in Buffalo, the work of individual cities was hung in separate 
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rooms, in Toronto the juxtapositions were more direct. The cities were installed 
together, grouped under letters affixed to the wall which spelled out the name 
of each city.21 While the Toronto contingent was separated physically from the 
rest in the small Walter Laidlaw Gallery, a visual link was made by hanging the 
prize-winning picture, Lake Superior Village, where it could be viewed at a 
distance from one of the large galleries which contained the bulk of the show 
(figs. 3, 4). 

The Toronto section was selected by a jury consisting of A.Y. Jackson, 
Peter Haworth and Franklin Carmichael, presidents of the Canadian Group of 
Painters, the Canadian Society of Painters in Water Colour and the Ontario 
Society of Artists, respectively. The jury was selected by the Exhibition Commit­
tee of the Art Gallery of Toronto, 22 on the advice of Gordon Washburn, director 
of the Albright Gallery who was also responsible for setting the Toronto quota 
at sixteen pictures. This number was in keeping with the number of works 
expected from other cities. Forms were sent out to a pre-selected group of 
artists. The final selection included John Alfsen, Bertram Brooker, A.J. Casson, 
Paraskeva Clark, Charles Comfort, Kathleen Daly, Fred S. Haines, Lawren P. 
Harris, Bobs Cogill Haworth, Yvonne McKague Housser, Arthur Lismer, Isabel 
McLaughlin, Will Ogilvie, George Pepper, Carl Schaefer and Gordon Webber. 23 
While most were members of the Canadian Group of Painters (CGP) whose 
scope and membership were national, all were Toronto-based and most 
demonstrated artistic concerns particular to that city. That is, they tended to 
execute formal, stylized essays in landscape, figure painting or a combination 
of both. However, Alfsen and Clark's work showed more of an affinity with 
American painting than the other Canadians. These artists did not represent the 
entire nation, although in the context of the Great Lakes Exhibition they were 
certainly perceived as doing so. 

Although they represented the diverse concerns within the CGP, most of 
the Toronto paintings showed an indebtedness to the Group of Seven, particu­
larly in the strong design and stylization, and the landscape bias that their work 
displayed, like George Pepper's (1903-1962) Tobacco Patch, St. Urbain, 1934 
(fig. 5), for example. Seven of the sixteen Canadian pictures in the Great Lakes 
show had already been exhibited in the CGP show in November 1937. A 
balance was struck by the inclusion of works by Alfsen and Clark, whose 
subject matter and orientation presented an aesthetic awareness that went 
beyond mannered reprises of the Group of Seven's brand of post-Impressionism. 

Edwin Weiss, perhaps because he was looking for a distinct flavour in the 
art of the Great Lakes Region to counter-balance the prejudice which favoured 
European art, praised the Canadian work for remaining true to itself. "The 
idiom of the Canadian scene is always unmistakably there," he is quoted as 
saying, and continued, " ... in colour and tone, by stroke of brush, the genuine 
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fig. ~ Gffirgt ~pPl'r, Tob:acco I'aleh, St. Urb:ain. 1934.011 on can~J\, 61.5 x 71.7 cm, 
An Galler .. of Onuno. Toronto, 1935 (2334 Photo: Art Galler .. of Ontano] 

.1rtist of Canada seeb [0 expre~s faithfully what he sec!. and feels .1bom this 
country, bringing to hI!. C.lmas the effects of .1 commendable restraint and a 
sense of innate refinement.~!4 

Gordon \'(!ashburn, \\ho wrote a critique of the Toronto paintings soon 
after rhe Toronro opening, pra ised them generally for their "na tive qualit)', 
refinement and orderly thinking" but noted the "crystall ization" of a formula 
in some of them. 11 TI1t' New \ork Times reviewer merely mentioned In passing 
'"the generic CanadIan sf}·le" withour explaimng just what that me3nt.1~ Bm he 
fclt the Toronto work fitted In comfortably wuh that produced by artists of 
other Great Lakes cities: " Inclusion of the group of SIxteen Canadian arnslS 
broadens, 3S it en nches, the ficld, stressing still more the homogeneity of 'place' 
and emphasiZing tOO, ... the a\·oidance of traffic\\ilh narrow ·nat ionali~m'. ~r 

Some, Il1cludmg Ca nadian art cmic Graham Mdnnes, found neither an) 
umformlf}', nor any trace of regIonalism III the show apart from the ex m mic 
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f'g. t> \'( Ilham C (.rJutr. Ohio l:lnd\.l;~pt, 19r, 011 on ~Jn'.!', 
'rh! x 91.11 ~m, ThC' (lnt.>bnJ \Iu\t.>um of Art, elr,dam!, 
HUllll,lll B HlIrlbut C()l!c~lIulI ,!It>I,~'" 
PtJUIO: The Ue"ei.!ml \llIwlI!11 fll Art 

Incident of ~uhlect mattcr. 1K \'fhlle he \,m ,I common \'It.]1it~ III mm:h of rhe 
work of rhe (,re.lt L.lke .. Rt'glon, he took the OpPO(fUnlIT 10 de~aihe the mam 
difference., hetwcen Cmadi.lll .llld American paiming. Canadi.lll p.lllltmg. he 
WrOll', \U~ ch.lrauerizl'd hy ".1 hroad deCOr<ltIH' rl'.lh.,m" whereas "expenmen­
tal da~h. brdll.IIH (olor, .Hld definite o\'errone~ of almoSI har .. h rt'ali\m" 
descrihed the American work. American painting, he fdt. w.]s richer due to the 
more \':med ethnu.: b.]ckground .. of 11., ani.,,\. and It dl\plawd greater 
psychologK.l1 depth • .l In'cher IIlterest III P.]lIlt \'.llues, and rhe arti~h' willing­
ness to p'lInt their Immediate \urroundings. Of rhe Toronto group he wrOte: 
"'Our palllnng. on rhe whole, 1\ rhe romantic an of escape. There i~ nOf ... a 
single Cif)" ~;:l'nc (with the e\cepUOIl of Paraske\'<l Clark\ Petrollshk,, ) ... [T lhe 
Canadlam have a much more ·region.11' 'lppro'Kh, .1 higher level of technical 
competence, and are more ,It C,I\e \\I[h theIr ~urroundmgs .. , [It I IS \1111 over­
whelnungly a landsc.lpe .lft," \I.lnm Baldwm, dire..:tor of the Art Gallery of 
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Toronto summarized the difference as being primarily one of technique: " ... our 
painters seem much more alive to colour in [sic] pattern than the Americans but 
they, in turn, seem more sensitive to the intricacy of design and to the sense of 
depth."29 

There was certainly much more variety in the American work, and 
although jingoistic critics denied the existence of European influence, focussing 
on the fact that artists were now painting local subject matter (the result, no 
doubt, of the economic constraints which prevailed at the time), much of their 
painting did display some European influence. An expressionistic technique, 
reminiscent of van Gogh was used, while the angular, knife-edged precision of 
forms derived from Cezanne and Cubism was evident in others, such as William 
Grauer's (1896-1985) Round About Cleveland. This painting won honourable 
mention in the Great Lakes Exhibition, and is similar to Ohio Landscape, 1937, 
illustrated here (fig. 6). 

From 1936 Mclnnes repeatedly lamented the state of "painful indecision" 
evident in Canadian painting, which he blamed on the "ghost of the Group of 
Seven," and exhorted artists to put less emphasis on the subject, and more on 
what was done with it, focussing more on "true painterly qualities." He wrote 
that the "Canadian scene" (a reference to "American scene") would come to 

life automatically if artists would paint with "complete honesty and genuine 
feeling. "30 The future, he felt, lay with artists like David Milne, Carl Schaefer, 
Aleksandre Bercovitch, John Lyman, Louis Muhlstock, Fritz Brandtner, Pegi 
Nicol and Paraskeva Clark,31 most of whom he featured in a series of articles 
in The Canadian Forum in 1937. One of the artists included in this series was 
Charles Comfort whose work, McInnes felt, epitomized the perfect blend of art 
in that it combined a vivid consciousness of the contemporary environment and 
the ability to draw from the "great tradition" with mastery of his vehicle of 
expression. 32 In his review of the Great Lakes Exhibition, he called Comfort's 
Lake Superior Village a "brilliant piece of painting." 

The American jurors unanimously awarded first prize to Lake Superior 
Village. It was praised for "the remarkable strength in its dark masses," (Buffalo 
Evening News, Oct. 29, 1938) and its "dramatic simplicity and elemental 
design" (Buffalo Courier-Express, Oct. 29, 1938). The New York Times was 
more critical, seeing as the result of these qualities "a clever posterized design" 
(Nov. 6, 1938). One of the jurors, Chicago critic J.c. Bulliet, described it as "a 
night snow scene big in dimensions, impressive, expert, and above all, honest 
in its observation and the recording of what the artist saw." He noted that it 
"brought a new name and a new talent (approaching genius) into United States 
comprehension and started the Great Lakes art movement, we hope, along the 
way it should go and the way mapped for it by the Patteran Society." 33 Gordon 
Washburn called the painting a "brilliant tour de force," and admired the 
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virtuosity of the luminous effects, and the artist's ability to convey his message 
through his technique, even if he did get "carried away by his means." 34 

Why did Lake Superior Village elicit such an enthusiastic response from 
the Americans? First, it gave credence to the "regional idea" in art. That a 
regional subject (a view of the small fishing community of Rossport, Ontario, 
on the north shore of Lake Superior) was worthy of being treated on such a 
grand scale (108 x 177.8 cm), and merited first prize to boot, fulfilled the 
sponsor's intention to show that "the real artists of Canada and the United 
States were seeking to portray the life of their people and their surroundings. "35 

Secondly, it appealed to the contemporary eye because, although executed in a 
realist manner, it was a style obviously informed by modernism. While abstrac­
tion had fallen out of favour in the more conservative artistic climate that 
followed World War I, its vestiges are visible in works like Lake Superior Village. 

By 1937 Comfort's work demonstrated an awareness of the American 
brand of Cubism known as Precisionism, or Cubist-Realism, grafted onto an 
approach to art practiced by the Group of Seven. By his own admission, he had 
accomplished little artistically before 1925, the year he moved from Winnipeg 
to join the Toronto branch of the commercial art firm of Brigden's. During a 
stay in Toronto in 1920, he had had an opportunity to view the first exhibition 
of the Group of Seven, which impressed him greatly. His work of the 1920's 
shows the group's influence. The Great Rock, Bon Echo, 1928 (fig. 7), for 
instance, combines Arthur Lismer's approach to the same view - The Big 
Rock, Bon Echo, 1922 (National Gallery of Canada) with Fred Varley's 
mountain landscapes like Early Morning, Sphinx Mountain, 1927-8 (The 
McMichael Canadian Art Collection) or The Cloud, 1927-8 (Art Gallery of 
Ontario). Comfort's juicy application of paint, and the marbling effect used to 
describe the rock face suggest his awareness of Varley's work that was included 
in the 1928 Group of Seven show at the Art Gallery of Toronto in February, 
1928. 

Also included in the 1928 show was Lawren Harris' Ice House, Coldwell, 
Lake Superior, c. 1923 (fig. 8). Here, in contrast to the expressionist manner he 
had used in earlier views of Algoma and his house pictures of the early twenties, 
the artist has used a severe, stripped-down approach appropriate to his spiritual 
vision of Canada's north. However, Comfort's unqualified admiration for the 
Group was not sustained over time. In 1938 he referred to them as a "seven­
headed Hydra," an "amphibious monster that rose out of Georgian Bay and 
settled in Toronto," 36 and lightheartedly poked fun at their demise in a cartoon 
entitled "Exeunt omnes" in The Canadian Forum (April, 1934). Nonetheless, 
his own work continued in that tradition. 

In fact, having made earlier trips to the region himself, and with the 
knowledge that his friends the Brigdens, the Peppers (George and Kay Daly), 

184 



"g, - Ch"r1cs Comfort. TheCrul Rock. Son Echo. 19211. 0110n ,.>n".>s. 127 )( 152.3 (m. 
London RC'glon,,1 Art Jnd Hmor",,1 Mu~um~, Gift of the Volume!:r Commmec 
1961 (6I.A,22). Phmo, lOIn .\bd:'.achern: 

fig.1I l3wren H.uri\. Ice Hou~c. Coldwdl. Lake Superior. c. 19H. Oil on c~n";b. 
94.1 x 114.1 cm, Art (,Jllen of HamIlton. Bcqunt of HO), ~(JulhJm. 1966 
166.72.22'. Photu: Art Gdll ... n of H.lmillOn, 
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A.Y. Jackson, and Lawren Harris had all painted there, Comfort went to 
Rossport with a well-formed concept of "Superior" in his mind. He sought to 
portray the scale and strength of "this great North Shore, sort of a last great 
line of defense protecting the invisible secrets of the north." 37 In his use of the 
phrase "invisible secrets of the north," Comfort echoed Harris' concept of the 
North and his "mystical ideology of a national art" which he had explained in 
an article entitled "Revelation of Art in Canada" in 1926. Harris wrote: "We 
[Canadians] are in the fringes of the great North and its living whiteness, its 
loneliness and replenishment, its resignation and release, its call and its answer 
- its cleansing rhythms." 38 Harris and J ackson had first ventured to the north 
shore of Superior late in 1920, repeating these trips until 1925. Harris' Ice 
House, Coldwell, Lake Superior was based on sketches made in 1921, when he 
and Jackson visited Coldwell, north-west of Rossport on the north shore. 

As it turned out, Comfort was disappointed in the view which Rossport 
presented, illustrated here by both a photograph he took (fig. 9), and one of the 
field sketches he made during his brief visit in October 1935 (fig. 10). He wrote: 

... it is much more shut in than I had expected. It is situated at the bottom 
of a deep bay which is filled with wooded islands. The result is that instead 
of getting the impression that you are on the greatest of the Great Lakes you 
appear merely to be in Algonquin Park. I have always sensed the immediacy 
of Superior and it was with the idea of objectifying that impression that I 
came here ... It is interesting enough country but it doesn't excite my vision. 39 

It is surprising that Comfort expected Rossport to provide a view tailor-made 
to his vision, considering that Harris' own view (fig. 11), and those of Yvonne 
McKague Housser (1898-), who also painted there around 1929 (figs. 12, 13), 
clearly describe the local geography, including the wooded islands. Harris' 
Rossport, Lake Superior, 1921 (Toronto Board of Education) bears a closer 
affinity to the earlier Algoma pictures like Beaver Swamp than to the Lake 
Superior pictures that followed soon after. Perhaps Comfort was not familiar 
with these views, but this seems unlikely. McKague Housser's sketch was shown 
in the Ontario Society of Artists (OSA) Little Pictures Exhibition at the Art 
Gallery of Toronto in November 1929; the canvas was exhibited in both the 
OSA Annual and the Group of Seven shows in 1930, and also at the Art Gallery 
of Toronto. 

Nonetheless, he made the best of the situation. Able to complete only a 
few field sketches, due to unfavourable weather conditions, he fell short of the 
quota of eight he had set for himself. In order to bring the painting in line with 
his pre-determined vision, Comfort converted one of the sketches (fig. 10) into 
a night scene which allowed him to use dramatic lighting and create a greater 
visual impact. He also suppressed incidental detail and neatly eliminated the 
islands in the background to create that impression of isolation and grandeur 
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fig. 9 VIl~W of R~~pon, Omario, (ak~n by Charlr$ Comfort, 
Q.;tober 19H, ChJrl~ FrJstr Comfonf"'Jf1onJI Ar.;hl"r$ of 
Can ... d~, OftJW.I I'A \67878\. (Photo: Charlc; ComfOrTl 

frg. 10 (h ... rlt') Comforl, Roupon, L:,Uc~ Supuior, 19.J5, 
Ollon poind, 10.5 )( 38.1 cm, \I~. Wa[lJ~~ClanC\, 
Toronlo. lpooIQ: An Gall~n' OfOnIJno:' 

frg. 11 Lawren '). H.lrm. Rosspon, Lake Supuior, t92l, 
011 on (,In''J\, SO y. 94.,) cm, CullC<:lIon Re~urd~ 
Ar,hl,e~ and \Iu~um, Toromo Board 01 l;.du,~uon. 
I'hlllo: Toronto Board of Edu.;allon 
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fig. 12 Yvonne McKagu ... Hou~scr. Rossport, Lake Superior, c. 1929, Oil on panel, 
dimcnsjon~ unknown, locaTion unknOV>'ll. (Photo: An Caller\, of Ontario) 

f(~. 1 1 Yvonnc 1\1cf(aguc Hou~scr. Rosspon, Lake Sup ... rior, !930, 
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that he associated with Lake Superior. The success of the final canvas may be 
measured by a description of Lake Superior Village, written by Comfort's 
friend, art critic Robert Ayre: 

I feel it is essentially Canada and it is the more important because it is not 
the much painted Canada of swirling Laurentians, monumental Rockies, or 
the blazing pageantry of autumn forests. Its buildings and wood piles, 
heavily underscored by implacable railroad tracks, stand grim and uncom­
promising in a great space, sombre with the oncoming night, yet dramati­
cally lit. It is solidly built, well-ordered, and the small figures of men reveal 
the bigness of scale that must always be Canada. 40 

Comfort's style was perfectly suited to the expression of cold and isola­
tion, particularly in the hard-edged precision with which he defined the forms. 
The evolution of this approach had begun in the late 1920's when Comfort was 
first exposed, in any meaningful way, to the language of abstraction. The 
International Exhibition of Modern Art from the Collection of the Societe 
Anonyme, New York had a significant impact on Comfort and a number of his 
friends and colleagues when it was shown at the Art Gallery of Toronto in April, 
1927, a fact which he himself acknowledged. Comfort was evidently aware of 
the modern movement in art before this exhibition, as he had been asked to act 
as a docent. However, this was the first significant show of abstract art in 
Canada, and he felt that it was of equal importance to the 1913 Armory Show 
in New York.41 He was familiar with contemporary aesthetics, having read 
works such as Clive Bell's Art (1914) around 1924, and Sheldon Cheney's A 
Primer of Modern Art (1924) in 1925. Bell's theory of "significant form" and 
Cheney's "emotional form" were echoed in Comfort's own aesthetic musings 
around 1931. In a discussion of expressionism in art, Comfort wrote about the 
creative artist's "imperious need to express felt emotions by direct external 
forms and signs," which results in an art that "manifests the manner in which 
the artist apprehends a sensation or sentiment, and gives the measure of what 
he has felt and of his emotional power." 42 

Comfort acknowledged that he first applied the contemporary aesthetic 
of reductive formalism, based on the legacy of Cubism, and ultimately Cezanne, 
to his commercial work. Between 1932 and 1936, for example, he executed 
advertisements for the International Nickel Company using the scratch board 
technique, demonstrating his virtuosity in the control of line and dramatic 
contrasts which resulted in a characteristic "art deco" look. He also employed 
this in a number of murals: the commission for the North American Life 
Insurance Company on King Street West, Toronto in 1932; the Toronto Stock 
Exchange, 1936-7; and the Romance of Nickel, a mural commissioned by the 
International Nickel Company for the mining building at the 1937 International 
Exposition in Paris. He was greatly admired by young contemporaries like 

189 



William Winter and Jack Bush. As Robert Ayre later remarked, "Comfort has 
a way with straight lines. "43 

According to one contemporary, writing in 1935, Comfort felt that the 
blend between his commercial and expressive work had been a great advan­
tage. 44 He had begun working in the commercial field at Brigden's studio in 
Winnipeg in 1913, transferring to Toronto in 1925 where he was employed as 
"creative designer and figure draughtsman" until 1929 when he moved to Rapid 
Grip & Batten Ltd. After leaving that firm, he set up his own commercial studio 
with Will Ogilvie and Harold Ayres in 1931. Comfort discussed the relationship 
between modern art and advertising in a talk he delivered in December 1931, 
pointing out that the impetus for employing modern art in advertising had 
generally been the need for new modes of expression. While not implicating 
himself, Comfort ventured to say that it was probably "this urge to lead, stand 
out, attract, get away from the mob, rather than a deep philosophical motive," 
that first led to the use of modern art in advertising. He wondered if there was 
anything more to it than "these curious angular and distorted shapes that catch 
our eye and challenge our intelligence," and why it could be applied acceptably 
to industrial design and yet "cause a dog-fight in the painter's hands."45 He 
concluded that the Canadian population was too conservative for modern art 
to be "an effective agent for loosening Canadian purse-strings," at least in 1931. 
Comfort finally broke with commercial art when he opted for a stable teaching 
position rather than pursue a high-pressured, but lucrative career in that field 
in New York in 1937. 

The modern aesthetic first appeared in his canvases in the late 1920's with 
the portrait of his wife Louise, 1927 (National Gallery of Canada), and then in 
works like Tadoussac, 1935 (fig. 14). Here the simplified, streamlined forms and 
consistently smooth facture imply the influence of the Precisionists, particularly 
Charles Sheeler, whom Comfort met through Robert Fawcett in Ridgefield, 
Connecticut in 1933. Comfort was impressed by Sheeler, and one of his 
"treasures" was Constance Rourke's monograph, Charles Sheeler: Artist in the 
American Tradition (1938), signed by the artist. 46 The reduction of forms, use 
of straight line and dramatic tonal contrasts which Comfort had employed both 
in his commercial work and "expressive work" earlier in the thirties, were all 
brought together in Lake Superior Village in 1937. 

If Precisionism had inspired the language of this painting, Charles Burch­
field's (1893-1967) regional focus may have had a hand in guiding Comfort's 
eye. Burchfield was lauded as the archetypal regionalist painter of the day, 
notably in the introduction to the catalogue of the Great Lakes Exhibition. This 
was not surprising, since he was a Buffalo-based painter. His contribution to the 
Great Lakes Exhibition, a watercolour entitled Old Houses in Winter, 1929-40 
(Sheldon Swope Art Gallery, Terre Haute, Indiana) received honourable mention. 
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fig. H Charles ComfOf!, Tadounac, 1935. Oil on canvas. 76.2 x 9[.4 cm, 
Narional Caller)' of Canada, Ottawa, The Vincent Massey BequesT, 
1968 (15.471 ). (Phoro: NaTional Gallery of Canada) 

fig. 15 Charles Burchfield, Railroad in Spring, 1933, Watercolour, 70 x 105 cm, 
The Fille Am Museums of San Francisco. Achenbach FoundanOIl for 
Graphic Arts, GifT of Mr. and Mrs. John D. Rockdcller 3rd (1979.7.21 ). 
(Phoro: The Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco) 
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He was also well known to Canadians at that time. His Railroad in Spring, 1933 
(fig. 15), describes the less glamorous side of a town, by viewing it from behind, 
so to speak. It is the view one had while passing through, and this transient 
aspect is clearly indicated by the train tracks prominently situated in the 
foreground. Lake Superior Village is also a place "to be passed through," en 
route to somewhere else. The railroad tracks indicate the accessibility of the 
village, but also provide the means of escape. The hostile austerity of the 
landscape as Comfort described it both in words and paint, does not invite one 
to stay. Considering his feelings about Rossport, this mood was probably not 
unintentional. 

One final American parallel to consider in relation to Lake Superior 
Village is Rockwell Kent (1882-1971). Not only did Kent's moderate form of 
modernism appeal to contemporary Americans, but he was also extremely 
popular with Canadian audiences, largely due to an affinity for the northern 
wilderness which he shared with the Group of Seven and associates. 47 In 
February 1934 the Art Gallery of Toronto sponsored a lecture by Kent which 
was extremely well received, as was the exhibition of his paintings in April of 
that same year in which Adirondacks, 1928-30 (fig. 16), was included. Comfort 
met Kent the night before the lecture at the home of Lawren Harris, and 
presumably saw the exhibition. 

There is a simplicity and order in Kent's work that prompted Arthur 
Lismer to comment that he "strives after the big rhythms, creating order 
through the design of land, water and sky."48 It is not surprising that Lismer 
and Comfort, both of whom had experience working as commercial designers 
were attracted to these qualities in the work of a man who was also renowned 
as a graphic designer. Like Adirondacks, Lake Superior Village is conventionally 
structured with distinct fore, middle and backgrounds, and a dramatic lighting 
animates the landscape. An austere mood and feeling of isolation prevail in 
both. From a technical point of view, both artists have varied the quality of paint 
application, and treatment of the surface. But whereas Kent reserved an 
impastoed treatment for the building fa~ades, Comfort rendered his buildings 
with an absolute flatness (reminiscent of the earlier Tadoussac) and applied 
selective glazing to enhance the dark tones. Texture is introduced through a 
stippled application of gesso under the layer of paint to describe the woodpiles 
and areas of grass in which the buildings are set. This acts as a foil to the starkly 
reduced architectural forms, while serving to offset the absolute severity of the 
work as a whole. The introduction of a livelier, more varied surface was a new 
feature in Comfort's work. It seems likely that this was due to an American 
influence, perhaps Kent's, for Canadian painting of the period was generally 
marked by an overall uniformity of surface treatment. Another contributing 
factor may have been the commencement of Comfort's teaching career in 1937 
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fig, 16 Rock"-'cll Ken!, Adirondaek$, 1928-30. Oil on eal1Va5, 97.7 x 139,3 ern. The Corcoran Gallery 
of Art. \X'.nhrngton. D.e. Museum Purchase. Wrlhlm A Clark Fund. Photo: The Cor~~ran 
Gor.lI"r. of Art, 

which turned his Interests row;)rd~ histOrical [echnique~ and mJ.) h.ne m~pired 
hint to experiment With texturJ.1 effects 111 his own work. 

That a Canadian painting. especially one pall1ted In a nationalist Splrlt, 
should win first prize m .1 predonunantly American show on a regional theme. 
was a sufficiently rare event to warrant this !>tud). The fact that it was highl) 
prJ.lsed b) contemporaries for us ~ubleCt matter and aesthetic qualities Signifies 
that it com'eyed cerram \'alues relevJ.nt IQ l:omcmporaries in a \'isllallangu.lgc 
which appealed (Q their ere. This visual language and its message did nor speak 
to thc generations following (he Second World WJr and ~ub~cqucmly markcd 
thc end of an era in the visual .lrtS. Toromo arri!>ts looked le~s to the United 
Statcs. and more to Great Britain 11\ thCIT pursuit of modern .1rtistic expression 
dunng J.nd after the war, Regionalism was also a dead Issue once II1ternatlonal 
issues galllcd pronllnence. This explaLns why the Cre.,t L.lkes F.xlllblllOlI, 
despite at! LtS aspirations. turned Out to be a solitar) c\'em in the history of 
Canadian-American comacts. ~~ 

CHRISTINE BOYANOSKI 
ASSistant Curator. Canadian HI~torH:al Art 
Art Caller) of Ontario 
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Resume 

CHARLES COMFORT: LAKE SUPERIOR VILLAGE 
ET LA GREAT LAKES EXHIBITION DE 1938-39 

Le premier prix de la Great Lakes Exhibition en 1938-39, fut attribue a un 
tableau de Charles Comfort Lake Superior Village (1937, Art Gallery of 
Ontario), vaste panorama d'un petit village de pecheurs sur la rive nord du lac 
Superieur. L'exposition, annoncee comme un evenement a caractere regional, 
avait ete organisee par une association locale d'artistes de la ville de Buffalo, la 
Patteran Society, avec le concours de l'Albright Gallery, afin de presenter les 
reuvres de peintres de la region des Grands Lacs, en 1938. L'intention des 
organisateurs etait de demontrer qu'il existait une tendance artistique propre 
aux villes des Grands Lacs et distincte de celles des autres regions d'Amerique 
du Nord, et que chacune de ces villes possedait une forme d'expression artis­
tique qui lui etait particuliere. De toutes les villes representees a cette exposition, 
Toronto etait la seule qui fut situee au nord du 4ge parallele. Le fait qu'une 
reuvre canadienne, d'esprit nationaliste, ait obtenu un tel honneur dans une 
exposition a theme regional, largement dominee par les Americains, merite 
qu'on s'y arrete. 

Nous etudions le tableau prime dans le contexte de l'reuvre de Comfort, 
de la peinture americaine des annees trente et des nombreux contacts entre 
artistes canadiens et americains pendant l'Entre-deux-guerres. Les relations 
entre les deux pays furent particulierement etroites durant cette periode. Ainsi, 
de 1935 a 1941, la Fondation Carnegie pour la paix internationale, l'universite 
Queen's, de Kingston, et l'universite St. Lawrence, de Canton, New York, orga­
niserent conjointement quatre conferences sur les affaires canado-americaines. 
On y discuta des problemes communs aux nations independantes separees par une 
meme frontiere. La conference de 1937 fut consacree aux tendances culturelles. 

En outre, plusieurs expositions circulerent entre les deux pays pendant ces 
annees, faisant, en quelque sorte, office d'ambassadeurs culturels. Parmi les plus 
remarquables expositions d'art americain presentees au Canada on peut noter: 
l' Exposition internationale d'Art moderne de la collection de la Societe anonyme, 
en 1927, l'Exposition d'muvres contemporaines par des artistes des Etats-Unis 
organisee par la Carnegie Corporation, qui circula au Canada sous les auspices 
de la Galerie nationale du Canada en 1934-35, et l' Exposition des Grands Lacs: 
muvres d'artistes de la region des Grands Lacs, en 1938-39. La Great Lakes 
Exhibition, survenant a la fin de cette periode, etait particulierement interes­
sante a cet egard parce qU'elle reunissait des reuvres de peintres canadiens et 
americains qui, ainsi rapprochees, invitaient a la comparaison. Elle permettait 
aux spectateurs de l'epoque de decouvrir la production artistique de chacun des 
deux pays. La plupart des peintres torontois exposes faisaient partie du 
Canadian Group of Painters dont le prestige s'etendait a la grandeur du pays. 
Toutefois, la fermete du dessin et la stylisation qu'on pouvait remarquer dans 
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la plupart des a::uvres exposees trahissaient l'influence du Groupe des Sept, tel, 
par exemple, le tableau de George Pepper Tobacco Patch, St. Urbain (Art 
Gallery of Ontario) date de 1934. Ces a::uvres n'etaient certainement pas 
representatives de l'ensemble de la production artistique au Canada, quoique, 
dans le contexte de la Great Lakes Exhibition, elles fussent inevitablement 
pen;:ues comme telles. 

Les critiques americains louerent l'authenticite de l'art canadien qui 
manifestait «du naturel, du raffinement et du discernement». C' est a l'unanimite 
que le jury, compose de trois americains, attribua le premier prix au tableau de 
Comfort Lake Superior Village pour sa vigueur remarquable, sa saisissante 
simplicite et son dessin depouille. Charles Comfort est representatif des artistes 
canadiens bien au courant des activites artistiques de nos voisins du sud. Il avait 
etudie a la Art Students League de New-York, dans les annees vingt, et conti­
nuait a s'interesser vivement a la peinture americaine contemporaine. Le sucd:s 
de Lake Superior Village aupres des spectateurs americains montre bien qu'il 
utilisait un langage artistique qui etait commun a toute l'Amerique du Nord a 
cette epoque. Il unissait une approche figurative a un style fortement inspire de 
l'esthetique moderne, revel ant sa connaissance du «precisionnisme», forme 
americaine du «realisme cubiste» que Charles Sheeler, entre autres, avait 
d'abord utilise dans son a::uvre commercia le avant de l'appliquer a sa peinture. 
Cette influence moderniste, importee d'outre-frontiere, se greffa sur une tige 
canadienne, car l'art de Comfort plongeait ses racines dans le Groupe des Sept. 

Lake Superior Village s'inspire des tableaux du lac Superieur que peignit 
Lawren S. Harris au milieu des annees vingt, comme, par exemple, Ice House, 
Coldwell, Lake Superior (vers 1923, Art Gallery of Hamilton). Comfort se 
rendit a Rossport, petit village de pecheurs sur la rive nord du lac Superieur, 
non loin de Coldwell, avec une idee bien arretee sur le sens du mot «Superieur». 
Comme Harris, il desirait transmettre <des secrets invisibles du Nord». Il se 
sentait oblige de prendre certaines libertes avec le paysage afin de le rendre 
conforme a sa conception du «Nord» canadien. En eliminant les lIes boisees 
qu'on peut voir sur une photo qu'il avait prise ainsi que sur une ebauche qu'il 
avait esquissee pendant son sejour, et en transformant la scene en paysage 
nocturne, Comfort a pu exploiter son gout pour les contrastes dramatiques de 
tons et pour la precision du dessin. 

Son style etait devenu, en 1937, parfaitement adapte a l'expression du 
froid et de la solitude, particulierement par sa fa<;:on de delimiter les formes par 
un contour aprement dessine. Il revelait aussi la connaissance de l'art abstrait 
que Comfort avait acquise par la lecture d'ouvrages contemporains sur le sujet, 
surtout ceux de Sheldon Cheney, et par les exemples d'art moderne qu'il avait 
pu voir a l'exposition de la Societe Anonyme, a l'Art Gallery of Toronto, en 
1927. Les Etats-Unis lui avaient fait connaltre l'esthetique moderne; l'art 
americain, particulierement celui de Charles Sheeler et de Rockwell Kent, devait 
raffermir et accroltre sa comprehension du mouvement moderne qu'il integra a 
sa propre expression artistique. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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