
FREDERICK ALEXCEE, 
INDIAN ARTIST (c. 1857 to c.1944) 

A study of the art produced by Canadian Indians during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries reveals the diversity and creativity following 

the breakdown of their traditional cultures and during the period of European 
appropriation of their land and traditional territories. Artistic activity was contin­
uous despite being sporadic, regional and relatively unrecognized. As attempts are 
made to define and classify the work of contemporary Indian artists within the art 
history of Canada, this early historical period should be noted for the technical 
innovation among native artists and the general reassessment of their cultural val­
ues. The exceptional artwork of the native people on the west coast of Canada has 
long been admired and recognized for its formal complexity and characteristic 
style, and can be found among the most prestigious collections around the world. 
But few individual artists were identified by name prior to the end of the nine­
teenth century. One Indian artist is noteworthy for his naive but dynamic paint­
ing and woodcarving. Frederick Alexcee1 attracted the attention of collectors and 
critics in the early decades of this century and his name continues to appear in 
researchers' notes as a peripheral figure; bur information about him is sketchy. An 
examination of his oeuvre will provide another view on the history of Canadian art 
and emphasize the importance of recognizing artists of native ancestry. My "dis­
covery" of this Tsimshian artist occurred while browsing through exhibition cata­
logues in the National Gallery of Canada library. Marius Barbeau, folklorist for 
the National Museums of Canada, and Eric Brown, director of the National 
Gallery, included Alexcee in the1927 exhibition, West Coast Art: Native and 
Modern. Held in the Victoria Memorial Building which housed the National 
Gallery of Canada, it combined a variety of art work by unnamed west-coast 
Indians with paintings by, among others, Paul Kane, Emily Carr, Lawren Harris, 
Edwin Holgate, A.Y. Jackson and the two by Alexcee. The catalogue gives little 
clue as to why Alexcee's work was included other than to state: 

The two paintings by Fred Alexee in one of the smaller rooms might be 

placed among the primitives of Canadian art here exhibited. They are worth 

special notice. In European countries primitive paintings have been prized 

for their na'ivete, their charm, and the historical perspective which they con­

fer upon the development of art. In Canada this category has so far eluded 

search, if we except Indian art pure and simple. Alexee's work possesses 

something of the quality which we should expect from such primitive paint­

ing, and he himself is an old Tsimsyan half-breed of Port Simpson, B.C. 

What he depicts in his many pictures is Port Simpson, his tribesmen, their 
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legends and their former battles. His sense of colour is limited; his composi­
tion is as a rule excellent; and the movement is spontaneous and spirited. 
Artists have already expressed their admiration for his efforts, which are car­

ried out both in oil and watercolour. One of the two pictures here exhibited 
represents a battle between the Haidas and Tsimsyan at Simpson about 
1840; and the other, native houses and totem poles of Port Simpson.2 
The exhibition was a success and eventually travelled to Toronto and 

Montreal. As is well known, it was an important turning point for Emily Carr bur 
no mention is made in the reviews and media reports of the work by Alexcee. 
Alexcee's paintings, panoramic views and narrative illustrations of the scenes and 
activities of the northern British Columbian coast, reveal the synthesis of native 
and European cultures from the native point of view. To date, I have found four 
paintings, fifteen carvings, thirty-eight glass slides and have evidence of two 
paintings, one drawing and two carvings that remain elusive. His work is found 
in public collections across Canada, notably the Vancouver Museum, the 
University of British Columbia, the Art Gallery of Ontario, the Manitoba 
Museum of Man and Nature and the Canadian Museum of Civilization. One 
painting is in the collection of the Wellcome Institute for the History of Medicine 
in England and the Thomas Burke Memorial Washington State Museum has 
examples of his carved miniatures. Alexcee's work was also noted by Andre 
Malraux and collected by A.Y. Jackson. Frederick Alexcee lived in Port Simpson, 
the site of the Hudson's Bay Company's Fort Simpson on the north-central coast 
of British Columbia. He is known to have been active during the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century and until about 1939. He was the son of a Tsimshian 
woman from the Gilndzano' tribe on the Skeena River and "his father was of 
lroquoian stock having come to Port Simpson with the Hudson's Bay when they 
first came over1and"~ to work in the Fort and on the coastal trade boats. Although 
he was apprenticed according to the conventional native system of carvers, he 
broke with tradition to experiment with the techniques and media of the assimi­
lating culture. His paintings described historical events and panoramic views of 
Fort Simpson and the surrounding area in a style considered naive in European 
terms and they did not reflect his native heritage. Alexcee's subjects were the peo­
ple and scenes he saw every day or memories of events from the past. 

Fred Alexcee was named 'Wiksomnen,' Great Deer Woman, and as a young 
man was an attendant to the Halait carvers, learning to carve the masks and para­
phernalia used by this secret society and becoming familiar with the stories and 
dances.' Viola Garfie1d explains in Tsimshian Clan and Society that: "all secret soci­
ety dramatizations are spoken of as hala'it .. .in which supernatural powers are con­
veyed onto uninitiated persons or new ones acquired by older persons."6 William 
Beynon, a native informant, stated further that the hala'it carvers were "those that 
made the secret naxnoxs masks.'" In later years Alexcee would carve for the church 
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fit-I F~nck Aln'"" 
Winged Angel 
Bapll~mal I'om, (Irea 
1886, wood and piIlm, 
6:Ux 84x61.)(",. 
CoiL Un,vt'I">'IY flf 
BtII'$h Columbia 
MU5c:um of 
Anthropolo/olY. 
VaO(ou~'et.ul 00 
AI776. 

and the [Ourist trode. 1\ unique wooden Baptismal fom, attributed to I\lcxcee and 
collected by the Reverend Georse Ralt'y clrcu 1886, is on display in lhe 
University of OntlSh Columbia Museum of Anrhropolo!;y ((i!;.1). Raley's nOlCS 

stare rhat it was rhe "first representation of an angel by an Indian carver" and that 
Ir was used m the church at Porr Simpson." The head of thIS wmged angel has rhe 
features of a European man but reflects Indian masking trodltions. The body mass 
is blocked OUt en U)fem pole fashion and is disproportionate to the head size. TIle 
drapery of the robe is exquisite, followins rhe gram of rhe wood ahhou!;h the 
wmgs were made with less care from a separ.lte pIece of wood 

The Vancouver Museum colleereon has ten examples of Fret! Alexcee's <.arv· 
ing Indudmg six model [Otem poles, twO modd houses, a model canoe and a 
carved figure. The [Otem pole models illustrate Ak'xcee's mmimalist approach [0 

the intricate carvmg of his ancestOrs, for exam llic, 1>'11nted figures on a straight 
wooden pole often replace the carved figures of the onglnals. Hclen Meilleur, 
author and resident of Porr Simpson durmg the 1920's and 1930's, remembers 
Alexcee produced prolifically. "Some of It done hastily for cuno [rode, was a bIt 
crude though he was capable of excellent work. All of n. whIle charaneristically 
TSlmshlan, showed the Alexic flaIr for Imagmation, Innovation and humour. "'D 
William Beynon also nOled Ihls discrepanly whcn wTlung 10 Manus Barbeau 
III 1944: "Strange as Ir may seem, his paintings of landscapes were very much 
better rhan hIS works III native designs and carvlllgs."" 
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/1,,-2 hw~ri(k "luc«"," Fight Between Ihe Haida and 
T~imshian III Fort Simpson, no date, oil on oil clOlh, Hi 11 

I !9'; \m. CulL Cana,,"';!n Museum of CiviJiUllon, lIull, (.iII 
/lO. Vll~( IHm (Phow: n~g. no.77(46) 

In 191H, Amencan anthropologist Frances Densmore dIscussed the 
Imporunce of the "mentJ.I <:oncept" 10 Indian art She defined this as consIs­
tIng of "thlnklO,!-: a thlOg through," and as Mthe e"pression of a mental idea" 
acqulre-d through cultural ;l.5simliaIlon. An artist without the mental concept 
would produce a construction," lacking the cultural nuances reflect 109 an 
"understandmg 10 whICh th~ results were attamed."1 DespIte his apprentICe­
ship, Ale"cee's carvmgs seem to lack rhls mental concept for tradItIOnal 
TSlmshl,ln an Ll'llng In a transition;!1 period of hlstory, dunng which the 
aCtIvitIes of rhe rl'adttional natIve culturt'$ were discouraged by government 
offi£l'lls and nllssionarll's, and European goods and t'usroms were beIng IOrro­

dlKed, Alt'x(ee had.l foot 10 both worlds, without bein,L: rot:llly Integrate-d Into 
either 

A re{'emly r('scored palOung (collecred by Manus Barbeau and now In 

the collenion of the CanJ.dian Museum of CivilIzation) illustrates rhe last bat­
tle between the TSlmshlans and the Haida (fig.2), in 1855.' His image ofrhe 
event would han' been ,Klumu]ated from his famllianry with the site and from 
the oral histories of his family. The overall effect of rhe paintln,l.; is (tu, Ale"cee 
made.1O eAon ;1.( "blrd's eye" perspective to create a panoramic Image and the 
draWing of the fort blllldlOSs susges( the careful use of a straight-edged 
IOstrument However, the figures fighting on [he ~ach .;md In can~s are 
vaguely defined, being little more than stiCks. Ale"cee was undoubtedly intro­
duced to rhe tt'<hnlqu~ of repr~ntauonal painting In the European style In 
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fig,3 Pym Nevlns CompfOn. Fon Simp!IOn, 186', wattrt:olour on piper, 21 x 
28 cm, Coli. Btlush Columbia ArchlvC'S and R«otds SefVKO:, VlClOrIa. 
(Photo; IM.'g no. pdp ,(68) 

Porr Simpson as the aCCiVllIes of the forr would have auracted a dlverst" popu­
lation including professional and amateur artists and photographers, 

Pym Nevins Compton (1838-1879), who first visited Fort Slmpson In 
1859 and worked as a clerk with the Hudson's Day Company during the 1860's, 
may have had an Influence on Alexcee. Hden Mellleur reported [hat at least one 
ofCompton's paintings hung In her father's swre and was copied many limes by 
local anistS." &veral ofCompwn's watercolour landscapes are in the colltttion of 
the British Columbia ArchiVes and Records Service 10 Vicrona, mcludlOg (fig.3) 
a Similar view of Fort Simpson. ComptOn was a native of Hampshire, England 
and returned there bnefly In 1866, Whde In BritISh Columbia he travelled 
extensively on the Hudson's Bay Company trade boats and according to hiS obu­
uary. he was "a very fluent bnguist, speak 109 no less than eight different lan­
guages ... and had a perfttt acquaintance with the dialens of the various tribes of 
the coast and interior of Bnrish Columbia,H '1 ComptOn's landscapes are rypiC'dl of 
[he English ropogrdphlcal watercolour tradnlOn of the mneteenth century. As 
nOted 10 the ArtlJlJ OtwianJ catalogue which lOcludcs his work: 

The artists who rt'Corded British Columbia were topographical LO their 

approach to their subf('Ct, and SO prodUCt"d a str1l1ght forward sketch, faithful 10 

the angmal; ~ of them rearr.mged the details to SUIt lllelr aesdlt't1C sensibili­

ties, and most tried to capturt' the clear colours of the provmce's landscape 

rather than to gj\'~ their Ixumm,!!s the ,!!oldt'n hut'S of SOnlt' fOrmal diCtates, 
Paintings of th(: sam(: vistas and in a similar style can be found in the British 
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fir.-4 ht'dtflck Altxctt, l:nllllcd. no date, no loulJon. (Photo, C.~dian 
Mo~om "I (l~dl/..il!l\1n. 11011. ~g. nO. HI,\ ~()) 

ColumbIa ArchIves and Relare! Service collection by Gordon l.ockerby, dared 1885 
and by Charles Dudow.lrd, no date. Lockerby was also.1n employee of (he Hudson's 
Bay Company. Dudoward, the son of a chief at POrt Slmpson, was actively palnung 
in rhe 1870's and served ,IS an Informant ro Manus Barbeau. ' 11,e mscriptJOn on 
the back of one paimin~ by L.oc:kerby reads: ··Enlar~ed and 1l.1inced by G. Lockerby 
after tht· waf~rc.olounkt·(dl by Mr. Compton .. taken In I H6-;."" 

What appc-ars af first to be an aerial view of Pan Simpson (figA) is almost 
photo~raphic in HS attur.u.y and detail. TIle palnunK was coll('("[oo by Marius 
Barbeau, probably In 1926. and his notes Stafe that Alexcee was attemptmg to 
show ··rhe fon and Indldn vllldge WIth totem poles, as they used to be In rhe 
18;;0·5. The paln(Jn~ d~ribe:, not only (he fon lO HS protectOO bay surrounded 
by the plank houses anu Totem poles of the natlve communIty but also Illustrates 
Chacham Sound and Islands 10 rhe distance, il «InOt.', filled WIth people and (he 
Hudson ·s B,ly Company Ix)at, S.S. Beaver, lO the foreground. The S.S. Beaver was 
also Included In J p.llntJn~ of a corner of the bay and natIve village at POrt 
Simpson (fig.;;). Colle(tt;,(1 by Sir lIenry Wcllcome (mu I!)(X), It is now lO the 
Wellcome Institute. London. England. The pamung depicts each of the houses 
with ItS vJ.nJ.llons m \ue and decorative markmgs and commemoratIve totems 
stand erCCf as further Jdemdintlon of residency- Three canoes escOrt (he S.S 
Beaver reward ,he fon where.t uowd is eagerly ']'w,lIImg ,he supply shIp. 

Sir Henry Welkome was J philamhropisr. patron of the sciences and J. (01-
lector. A foundIng partner In the British pharmaceutical firm of Burreughs. 
Wdlcome and Company, hc established the Welkome Institu[!' for the History of 
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Medicine. HIs Interests ranged from research In tropical disea.sn (0 archaeology 
and [he plight of the British Columbia natives at Medakahrla.l1 Between 1917 
and 1925. Wellcome employed William Beynon" "(0 collect artifacts and infor­
mation about Indian cu lrure.'·:' Alexcee was employed by Beynon. for Wellcome. 
to paint not on ly the C"dnvas of Fort Simpson but also a collection of lantern slides 
In rerum for which Wdlcome was prepared to give him a Baloptican machine." 
Correspondence between Beynon and Wellcome end«l In 1925 with suggestions 
of problems with their relationship and no mention of the glass sl ides being com­
pleted nor the gift for Alexcee.n 

Manus Barbcau was first Introduced (0 Aicxcet'$ work during a visit to POrt 
Simpson In late 1915. At that time Barbeau was a guest of the Reverend Mr. 
Spencer for an evemng of entertainment in the POrt Simpson church where glass 
lamern slides painted by Fn.'C!erick Alexcee. a member of the audience. provided 
dlusu·,uions of local stories and legends. The images of cosmme, ceremony and 
battle scenes were prepared with native dyes and pigments mixed With fish oil, 
sandwlCh«l between twO squares of g lass approximately three Inches by four Inch· 
es.· .. At rhe time of his VISit, Barbt-au remark«l. on the ~naivete and ingenUity'" 
of the artiSt whose natural talent he was not to fully appreciate until a number of 
years later when he described Alexcee as ~an interesting. solitary instance of a true 
pnmitive, In Canadian painting and CllIVing."'" 

Ouring the next (en yt"drs Barbeau became Increasingly aware of works "of a 
strange rypeH." by Alt'Xcee in various private colk-Clions In British Columbia and 
was much drawn (0 his representations which "remained ouuide the regular cate­
gories of Indian and Canadian an."'" Barbeau returned to Pon Simpson In 1926 
and, along with AY Jackson, purchased paintings from Alexcee In both water­
colour and oil. Although he did nO[ meet Alexcee. J ackson described him as ··a 
real artist. a natural pnmltlve .... There is nOt much knowl«lge of technique but 

fig., Frffiru,k Altxctt. "Bea ... er H 

al Pori Simp,,-,n, 
circa 1901. 011 on 011 dOlh, 43 x I }7 (m. Cvll 
Wdltome In$IIIUlr library. London. En/o:l~nJ 
(Phulo; ntl( no. l 176' 'I ekl) 

-------
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fi/l..6 Fre<ieflck Ale~(~, Ind.an Village of Port Simp50n, wu 1926, watercolour 
on papc't. 31,j ~ ~(l.~ <rn, Coli An Gallery nfOntl1f1o. Toronto. gift o( 
AY Jukson. ]1).Ii. acc 1"10. r6~, (Photo: Bn-ool1 Dcl't'n,uk. AGO) 

he says what ~ has to say simply and directly. H, Jackson's watercolour (fig.6) was 
donarM (0 [he An Gallery of Ontario In Toronto m 19-i4. Indum Vlllagt Df Port 
Sot/plan shows SIX houses along the shore of the harbour with need hills and 
coastal mounralns behind. Once again the vIewer is awall' of the artist's care m the 
derail of the houses and the totem poles but his lack of concern In the features and 
clothing of the people who wander among the houses. 

In 194~ Barbeau wrme on Alexcee for the Canadian Review of Music and 
Art uSing Informaroon he w:elvM from Williarn Beynon and IlIustratM with 
four examples of Alexcet's work. In 19~ I a phmograph of the Baptismal Font 
dlusrraU:'d an amcle abour Andr~ Malraux. Malraux had commented In tl1S 

book, VOIX dH J,ltna. on Alexcee's adapration of the totem pole style (0 conven­
tional sculpture With a Chriman rheme. Alexcee was nm referred to by name, 
sImply as ''[' Jndlen TSlmshlan."" 

Frederick Alexcee died mcn 1944 leaVIng behind only a few paintings. 
some carvings and a set of lamern slides. Of what Importance is (his liule 
known arrist) Whdl makes an indIvidual deviate from tradition and (f('ad on 
unfamiliar ground l Alexcee was Ilvmg m a uansitional period. Of mIxed 
native descent he lived a non-rradulonallifesryle during hiS adult years, work-
109 for rhe company rhat was responsible for the changes In his cultural her­
itage, Judgmg from hIS o.rvlngs which most closely reflect hiS Indian hentage. 
he had nor completely asslmdated rhe concepts of the traditional an of che 
Tslmshlan. His paintings are of the folk-art genre, qUIre removed from the 
complex {wo-dImenSIOnal graphic designs on wood of his Tsimshian forebears. 
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With an imaginative innocence and a passionate affection for his surroundings, 
Alexcee was successful in conceptualizing panoramic details. Technical limita­
tions and lack of formal instruction were compensated for by his natural sense 
for atmosphere, space and composition. 

This study of his work has provided the opportunity to recognize the signif­
icance of an artform which bridges the past and the present and adds a further 
dimension to our study of contemporary Indian art. If we accept Alexcee as an 
artist, as he was accepted by collectors during his active years, then he provides a 
fresh perspective on the history of Canadian art. 

DE ID RE SIMMONS 
Winnipeg 
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Resume 

FREDERICK ALEXCEE, 
ARTISTE INDIEN (1857?-1944?) 
Frederick Alexcee a vecu a Fort Simpson Oll il est ne, dans la seconde moitie du 
XIX' siede, et Oll il est mort, vers le milieu du XX'. Deux de ses reuvres, exposees 
a la Galerie nationale du Canada, a Ottawa, en 1927, dans le cadre de l'exposition 
West Coast Art: Native and Modern, le font apprecier du public canadien. Cette expo­
sition, organisee par Marius Barbeau et Eric Brown, voyage aussi a Toronto et a 
Montreal, et connal't un succes dO., sans doure, a la decouverte d'un peintre jusque­
la inconnu, Emily Carr. Les toiles d'Alexcee y avaient ete induses a cause de leur 
caractere «primitif». Dans le texte du catalogue, Barbeau compare leur style aux 
traditions folkloriques europeennes. 
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Alexcee, Indien Tsimshian a 1'emploi de la Compagnie de la Baie d'Hudson, 
peignait dans le style topographique des aquarellistes anglais. On peut comparer sa 
maniere a celle du Britannique Pym Nevins Compton, commis a la Compagnie 
dans les annees 1860, dont on retrouve les reuvres dans plusieurs collections impor­
tantes des provinces de 1'Ouest. On peut aussi remarquer 1'influence de Compton 
chez des artistes contemporains d'Alexcee. 

Ce dernier fait d'abord son apprentissage selon les coutumes des sculpteurs 
autochtones, mais il rompt avec cette tradition pour experimenter les techniques et 
les medias de la culture des colonisateurs. Ses reuvres representent des evenements 
historiques et des vues panoramiques de Fort Simpson et des environs dans un style 
considere comme narf selon les cri teres europeens. Elles illustrent aussi les realisa­
tions artistiques propres a son heritage autochtone. On lui doit des sculptures que 
1'on retrouve aujourd'hui dans les collections des musees et qui representent, en for­
mat reduit, 1'art traditionnel de la culture tsimshian: totems, maisons, canots et 
avirons, figurines reprenant d'une maniere minimaliste ce qui etait, a 1'origine, un 
style de sculpture complexe. L'ornementation raffinee qu'il a sculptee pour des 
fonts baptismaux est particulierement remarquable par son elegante simplicite. 

A ce jour, l'auteur a pu trouver des reuvres d'Alexcee dans les collections du 
musee de Vancouver, de 1'universite de la Colombie-Britannique, du Musee de 
l'homme et de la nature de Winnipeg, du Musee des beaux-arts de 1'Ontario, du 
Musee canadien des civilisations et du We/lcome Institute for the History of Medicine de 
Londres. Ces collections comprennent en tout 4 tableaux, 15 sculptures et 38 
plaques de verre. Cinq reuvres, notees par certains des premiers collectionneurs, 
n'ont pas ete retrouvees; il s'agit de deux tableaux, d'un dessin et de deux sculptures. 

QueUe est l'importance d'un artiste comme Alexcee? n vecu a une epoque de 
transition dans 1'histoire de sa culture. n ne suivait pas le mode de vie traditionnel, 
mais restait cependant marque par les traditions tsimshian. On 1'a classe parmi les 
artistes folkloriques, primitifs et narfs. Mais ne serait-il pas plus que cela? Si nous le 
considerons comme un artiste, comme 1'ont per~u les collectionneurs pendant sa 
vie active, il nous apporte une perspective nouvelle sur 1'histoire de 1'art au Canada 
et sur !'inclusion, dans cette histoire, d'artistes d'origine amerindienne. A mesure 
que 1'on tente de definir et de classer les artistes autochtones contemporains a 
l'interieur de l'histoire de l'art au Canada, on se voit force de prendre comme 
point de depart d'evaluation et d'innovation l'reuvre de ceux qui ont travaille 
au debut de la periode historique. La diversite et la creativite des artistes 
autochtones durant la periode de transition se sont maintenues, bien 
qu'irregulieres, regionales et relativement meconnues. Frederick Alexcee nous 
fournit 1'occasion de reconnal'tre 1'importance d'un autre aspect de 1'histoire de 
l' art au Canada. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 

93 




