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The Irule edulon of ),II(:k Shadboh was 

~Ieased 10 lhe bll of 1990, alonJo: with a deluxC' 
IlmllC'u eUlIlI)n (omJIllInJo: In obh~dlory 
si~ntd print 1'11(' luxury hlillOn, cspeci,llly. 
prompted a ~ood dcal of promOllonal 100[­

"'lamplO,It by the pubhsh{-n. An ... "hcnlsm,': 
flyer I !"fi{-I\eJ In the ITllul (beuu.\t I 11\'c In 

Vancou\er ,lOd ~ubs<.ribe 10 VISA') louted lhe 
... olume a.s ' 'C:.tnJda·s Mt book n( Ihc ye-.lr. ' h 
also ad ... lsed !fMC thiS was a spt'i,'lill "opportUnt­
Iy 10 r!"St"n.'e a wpy of.ln l'x(epflon.ll wll«tor's 
editIOn Mayb{- But If I bt"JI{-ved all Ihe 
claims madl' In the bl'(l(hure. I would be mo~ 
than unuswll) IlJwe ,Ibout the w,I)'s of the ,Irt 
.... ,Ofld, 111e A)'er .u.serted ltul 

)alk Sh;wboll n('{'(l ... no Infrc.KIutflOn to 

Jnyonc who knows and IO\i~ C,ma<ilan MC 

Dl'fianfiy Indl\ilduallSlll ftl d,ISSlully 
tralOell, a maSter 01 lolour. lorm Jnd 
pounced)" eXl'r('<;Slon, he h.u bet-n one of thiS 
COUntry's most Importam JrtISI~ for O\'C'r SIX 

dC'l"ades Only che woper;ltlOn of Ihe 
aniSI hill allowed Ihls edition [0 be (!"e';lteO. 

It will mdude as ;I froIllISPIC{{';1 sl~nl'd. 
numbt'rl'd and hand-coloured print from 
the arflsr TtllS tdUJOn wdl he urlnl)' 

limited. dnd IS offered ut:1 us I \leI)' b)' 
.d\l.n(l~ substnpllon. It will not be a .... il­
ablt- (or dlm.:t S<lle to the- publll 

The brochure's message W;lS famdl"r enough 
Shadbolt's "defiant mdlvldualism" was thl' 
guaranttt o( hts greamt'SS as an artist; the artist 
was consenting to haYing hiS W('atot:S~ pack­
aged and sold to a select group 01 an lovers; 
and only rhoS(' art lo"ers ...,lIh d«p pockels 

should bother to appl)' tor" SJlt-«lg«l share III 
the an ISt '$ genius 
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Buried beneath thiS promotional botlerpl<lte 
WIlS .. refrren((~ 10 the ,I.UIOOr of lhe book. After 

lotormmg prospecr1\it' buyers Ihalj,uk Sha,I""', 
WJ\'I ..... ish in irs U5e o( (olour," the flyer 
added. almost as an afterthought, that the book 
was'dlStlngulshed by a subsnntlal and dls­

(ermnlo: text by crlllC &011 Watson - Agam 
tht, meuage ..... as familiar l1le publishers were 
dedanng Ih,l.l Watsoo's words ..... ere of no rnOft' 

Import,ln(e (and p05S1bly Itss. if I unde!'St,l.nd 

tht' bnxhure (orrenly) Ih:m the colourplalt's 
brill,': offcred up for rhe deleClallon o( dislmCl­
ed read('1"!o 

An author's sub,ugattOn b)' the publiCII)' 
machl0r of a purblLnd publLsher IS not an 
ill trol~II\'e Sight. In thiS cast' It 15 par(Jcul;arly 

unenllghtelllng. for the hyperbolIC languagr of 
thl' broc:hure IS bound t(t have nused some 
rcaders to doubl the ... alue of Watson's ICXI 

The worse (or tnem, As 11 turns OUt, the text of 
ja<k shaJbtJ/ IS luSt as ach'enlsM, "substanllal 
and dls{ernm8: rhus t'on foundlllg the sub· 
sldlary role ;!'sslgned It III the flyer Moreovrr. 
the predilections o( the author contradict the 



generally rosy claims made in Shadbolt's name. 
"The reader will notice," Watson writes in the 
preface, "that I am much more fascinated with 
the artist's darker side than I am with the 
charming and amusing artist he also some­
times is." It is a fair warning to any reader 
tempted to scan the book for affirmative asser­
tions about Shadbolt's love of the British 
Columbia landscape. Watson delivers on his 
promise to plumb the caliginous side of 
Shadbolt's artistic practice. Moreover, he does 
so in a way that complements the artist's own 
sombre and obsessive libidinal themes, digging 
deep into the fetid compost of Shadbolt's pic­
torial imagination. The intelligence of 
Watson's digging is, to my mind, what counts 
in the book; and the "lavish colour" that sur­
rounds the text, alluring though it may be, is 
merely so much decoration. (By this I obvious­
ly do not mean to denigrate the paintings, nor 
even particularly to criticize the glossy repro­
ductive purposes to which they have been put, 
but rather to get the priorities straight.) 

The book's structure is chronological. 
Watson follows Shadbolt from Shoeburyness, 
England, where the artist was born in 1909, to 
Victoria, B.C., where his family moved in 
1914, through his initial art training and 
encounters with Emily Carr around 1930, 
right up to the present day. Like Carr, who 
trained in San Francisco, London and Paris, 
Shadbolt chose to work abroad as the best 
means of furthering his development as an 
artist. In 1937, he signed up for the inaugural 
class of the Euston Road School-William 
Coldstream and Victor Pasmore were among 
its faculty-and in 1938 he moved on to Paris 
to study with Othon Friesz and later with 
Andre Lhote. Shad bolt returned to Canada 
before the outbreak of war and enlisted in 
1942. Although he was not appointed an offi­
cial war artist, as he had hoped he might be, he 
did produce a substantial body of war-related 
work during his travels around Canada and 
England at the war's end. After the war, he 

studied for a time at the Art Students' League 
in New York, and in the late 1950's and early 
1960's he took time off from teaching in 
Vancouver to paint in Provence and Greece. 

As long as Watson fixes on Shadbolt's pere­
grinations and other biographical details, the 
book can be described as solid and workman­
like. Once in a while, however, there is a 
glimpse of what is to come. Writing about 
Shadbolt's "disjointed" aspirations for his 
painting in 1944, Watson observes: 

In the very act of imagining an integrat­
ed work of art, [ShadboltJ saw things as 
fragments and partial, as if the works of 
Dante, Donne and Blake were not whole, 
but multiaspected, to be reassembled at 
will. This confusion, which appeared when­
ever he was despondent, resulted in trying 
to gather in himself all his empathetic reac­
tions to works of art as if they could recon­
stitute themselves in him. (p.33) 

The passage refers to a statement prepared by 
Shadbolt for an exhibition of his work at 
Eaton's department store in Toronto. The artist 
wrote of "the austere narrative of Dante, the 
incisive mysticism of John Donne, the burning 
innocence of Blake" as paralleling in literature 
what he hoped to achieve in painting-not for­
getting, of course, "the 'terrible crystal' of 
Manley Hopkins ... , the mood of Chinese 
poems and the satirical, yet tender romance of 
Don Quixote." This literary stew is a measure 
of Shad bolt's ambition and reading at the time; 
bathetic, no doubt, but preferable to a recipe 
with no ingredients at all. Let there be no mis­
understanding, Shadbolt is a pedant. The book 
allows us to gauge the range of his thinking; 
what is wise as well as hare-brained in his writ­
ings. 

Beginning with "Form, Flux and Energy" 
and "Images of Power," two chapters appearing 
about midway through the book, Watson 
shifts his emphasis from recitation to interpre­
tation. What chiefly interests him are 
Shadbolt's paintings since 1960, when the 
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artist had just turned fifty, and the force of 
their sexualized imagery. "In returning to some 
of the motifs and themes of the fifties," 
Watson writes of some paintings produced 
around 1970, "[Shadbolt} unleashed a stream 
of sexually violent images. The works were 
ferocious, giving vent once again to Shadbolt's 
vision of the dark forces that lurk beneath the 
surfaces men and women exhibit to each 
other." (p.119) Watson interprets the central 
female figure in Bride, a large triptych execut­
ed over a four-year period from 1970-74, as 
both a sacrificial victim and a fertility fetish, an 
image of tribal restriction and erotic longing. 
He comments that in paintings like Bride, the 
artist attracts the viewer to the work by means 
of a richly ornamented surface. By the time the 
viewer has begun to comprehend what is being 
represented-the sheer erotic violence of the 
imagery-it is too late to turn away. 

Watson's accounts of a work such as Bride 
are the fullest and most convincing written to 
date on Shadbolt's prodigious output. They are 
accompanied by relevant references to Marshall 
McLuhan and Joseph Beuys, to mention two of 
the prophets of modernity adduced in the 
book, as well as the likely sources of Shadbolt's 
imagination. Watson is mistaken, however, to 
have passed up an opportunity to explain his 
own theoretical position. As readers, we have a 
right to expect a reckoning of his intellectual 
coordinates. Are they post-Freudian or post­
Jungian) In proposing a psycho-sexual inter­
pretation of Shadbolt's mature paintings, does 
he lean toward Jacques Lacan or Leo Bersani? It 
is possible to guess at the answers, but we 
should not be required to do so. 

The book will generate debate among those 
interested in Northwest Coast native art. 
Watson goes to some lengths to demonstrate 
the complexity of Shad bolt's relationship to 

native culture. He does not try to disguise 
Shadbolt's early attitudes to native subject 
matter, his patronizing view of it as both 
"romantic and pathetic." At one point Watson 
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comments that "[Shadbolt} saw the contrast 
between past greatness, as embodied in the 
artifacts in the provincial museum, and the 
present poverty of reserve life as startling and 
tragic but inevitable." (pp. 6-7) 

Nevertheless, it is also true that Shad bolt 
(like Carr) looked to native art to substantiate 
what was most vital in his own work. Native 
art functioned as a form of authentication for 
his own modernist endeavours. By appropriat­
ing aspects of the native heritage and finding 
continuities between it and Westcoast mod­
ernism, Shad bolt contrived to escape-at least 
partially-the European paradigm. It might be 
argued that there was a basic contradiction in 
his attempt to have it both ways; in the 
process, what was native was bound to be sub­
sumed beneath what was modern. The present 
generation of First Nations people, determined 
to preserve their cultural heritage and their 
land, would certainly recognize the flaw in the 
construction. And so does Watson. His text is 
sensitive not only to the artist himself, but also 
to the environment in which he worked. It is a 
shame that some of its sensitivity did not rub 
off on the book's publicists. 
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