CANADIAN HISTORICAL MURALS 1895-1939

Material Progress, Morality and the ‘Disappearance’ of Native People

B etween 1895 and 1939 many artists in English Canada responded to na-
tionalist sentiment by producing murals which documented the material
progress of Canadians of European ancestry.! For these artists, as for most Cana-
dians at this time, material progress would undoubtedly lead to national great-
ness, to elevated status for the new Dominion within the British Empire, and
to important new roles in international affairs. Contemporary texts reflected
this position:

Canada stands an easy first among the colonies of Great Britain. Blessed

with a climate which conduces to vigourous mental and physical manhood,

with a natural wealth unequalled by what has been given to any other

country on the globe, and with a vast extent of territory which may yet

hold a hundred millions of people, she possesses prospects which most of

the nations of the earth might envy, and not prospects only - for the record

of her progress during the present century, and especially during the Victo-

rian Era, shows that her wealth has increased a hundredfold. Towns and ci-

ties have sprung up. ...Many miles of canals, thousands of miles of railways,

and tens of thousands of miles of good wagon roads have been built, and

the land is full of the hum of commerce. ...[Canadians} have evinced a faith

in their ability to build up on the northern part of this continent, a nation

which shall some day stand second to none among the nations of the earth.?

It is not difficult to envisage how Canadian artists might have illustrated
texts of this type. Industrial cityscapes and modern forms of transportation im-
mediately come to mind, and, indeed, they appear frequently enough in the
murals. However, these artists almost always contrasted their representations of
material progress with images of inactive, emotionless Native Canadians. More-
over, while both historical and contemporary Euro-Canadians appear in the mu-
rals, Natives are depicted only as figures from the distant past.* By portraying
Natives as stone-age foils to people of European ancestry, the artists not only
documented European technological development, but also implied that Native
Canadians should acknowledge the inferiority of their material culture, accept
the legitimacy of the European presence in North America, and the subsequent
assimilation and demise of their own peoples. Thus, the murals strengthened
the cultural hegemony of the dominant group and demonstrated a moral purpo-
se for the material progress of modern life.*

The earliest Canadian mural program to represent technological develop-
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fig. I G.A. Reid, Staking a Pionneer
Farm, 1899, 0il on canvas, Toronto
Old City Hall (Photo : Tom Moore)

ments, and to contrast them with images of Native culture, was planned by the
Society of Mural Decorators under the leadership of George Agnew Reid (1860-
1947) in 1894 for the Toronto Municipal Building.' The subject matrer, Ontario
history, was chosen “to harmonize” with the location. It was believed thar the en-
semble would command the viewer's attention in a manner that only mural deco-
ration could achieve.” Unforrunately for Reid and his colleagues, funds were not
forthcoming and the plan was rejected. However, Reid donated two panels (in
sitw) to the City in 1899 with the hope of encouraging the completion of the sche-
me. These panels and the drawings for the uncompleted panels may be examined.
Two of the drawings represent Narives seated on the ground listening to European
explorers who stand reading unidentified documents. Thus the Native as nature is
addressed by the written word of culture. The other drawings and the two paint-
ings represent European settlers involved in agriculcure and industry. In one of the
paintings, Staking a Pioneer Farm (fig. 1), immigrant workmen survey the locale
with mechanical instruments while a lone male Native peers cautiously from be-
hind a tree at the awesome and, to him, inaccessible display of technology. With-
out such instruments he cannor lay claim to this land, and so he is appropriately
placed well into the forested background of the composition.

Canadian history books written berween Confederation and World War I1
support this interpretation of Reid’s murals: “A poor and thinly-scatrered com-
munity of improvident savages has been succeeded by an orderly, industrious,
and enterprising people, whose genius and resources embody all the germs of a
grear nation.™ In 1950, modern authors still agreed: “Because of being uncivili-
zed, our Indians could not make use of Canada’s good farm land, nor of the
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fig. 2 ). W, Beatry, Governor
and Mrs. Simcoe
Paddled Up the
Credit River. 1908, oil
on canvas, (detail),
Mississauga : Missi-
ssauga Golf and Coun-
try Club. (Photo : Tom
Moore )

other rich resources that nature had given her. To use these gifts Canada needed
civilized people, and they were already at her door.™

A mural by J.W. Bearry (1869-1941), produced for the Mississauga Golf
Club in southern Ontario, provides a similar reading. When he returned from
Europe in 1908, Beatty declared his intention to study Canadian history and to
paing it in mural decoration.” That same year he completed Governor and Mrs.
Simcoe Paddled Up the Credit River (in sitx) for the walls above the fireplace in the
Club's main entrance. In the central panel the Governor and his wife have just
stepped out of a canoe onto a bank of the Credit River, an Arcadian setting ba-
thed in the bright yellow sunshine of an impressionist palecte (fig. 2), The Cre-
dic River still runs through the property of the golf club. This land once belon-
ged to the Mississauga Nartives, but it was turned into farm lots for British im-
migrants in the mid-eighteenth century. Native people, to both sides of the
Simcoes, are seated on the ground in front of birchbark wigwams, seemingly
enjoying the balmy weather (fig. 3). They do not acknowledge the arrival of che
visitors, leaving viewers to believe that the ownership of the property was never
challenged by the Mississauga people.

Support for the belief that Native people did not need land because they
would soon disappear, and that they did not deserve land because they could not
make “good™ use of it, was widespread for decades before and after the turn of
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fig.3 ].W. Beatty, Governor and Mrs. Simcoe
Paddled Up the Credit River, 1908,
oil on canvas, (detail), Mississauga: Mississau
ga Golf and Country Club, (Photo: Tom Moore)

the century. Charles Mair's poem “Woodnotes,” of 1868, is an early example of
this view, and vividly evokes Beatty's mural:

Here is a streamlet by whose side

The Naiads wandered long agone,

Ere old mythology had died,

And mankind's heart was turned ro stone.

The Indian sought it year by year,

And listened to its rippling glee;

But he is gone, and | am here,

And all its rippling is for me.
In 1941 Seephen Leacock’s history text demonstrated the longevity of Mair's
sentiment:

There is little room for regret that the possession of her soil [has] been

transferred to the Anglo-Saxon race, and that the rule of the fierce Indian

has for ever passed away. ... We think of prehistoric North America as inha-

bited by the Indians, and have based on this a sort of recognition of own-

ership on their parr. Bur this atritude is hardly warranted. The Indians
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were far too few to count. Their use of the resources of the continent was
scarcely more than that made by crows and wolves, their development of it
nothing.'

From the turn of the century until the Second World War Canadian muralists
set up contrasts between European and Native architecture by decorating the
walls of newly-constructed hotels with images of traditional native dwellings.
Jock Macdonald’s 1939 painting of Northwest Coast houses on the wall of the
main dining room of the Hotel Vancouver is an example.’? The Native dwel-
lings provide an aesthetically pleasing image of an “exotic” lifestyle, but they
are reduced to smaller-than-lifesize structures within the monumental and com-
mercially successful hotel. Moreover, the hotel was part of the urban expansion
that forced Northwest Coast Native people to relocate from as early as the
middle of the nineteenth century.

Between 1908 and 1912 ES. Challener (1869-1959) completed a mural
with a similar theme for the Royal Alexandra Hotel in Winnipeg.' The four pan-
els (no longer in sitx) represent Native people who have come together in large
summer camps to hunt buffalo, trade furs at the nearby Hudson Bay Company
Fort, elect leaders, and to catry out spiritual rituals. Of course guests at the hotel
knew that the buffalo had disappeared from the prairies several decades before the
murals were installed, that Natives no longer lived in camps or practised self-gov-
ernment, and that fur-trading with the Hudson Bay Company was greatly dimin-
ished. But it is unlikely that these same guests reflected on government legisla-
tion, such as the amendments to the Indian Act in the 1880’s which discouraged
summer camp meetings.”” Nor is it likely that they considered the role of the
Hudson Bay Company’s 1870 sale of western lands to the Federal Government in
the expedition of widespread European immigration to the prairies, and the
consequent displacement of Native peoples to reservations.

Viewers of the murals might have been more familiar with explanations
for such changes in Native lifestyle supplied by contemporary Canadian history
texts. They may have read that Native people could no longer hunt buffalo be-
cause: “Although vast herds of buffaloes traversed the prairies and forests of his
native land, {the Indian’s} knowledge had not taught him to use them for the
purposes of the dairy, nor subdue them to the labours of the fields.”*¢ Similarly,
Natives could not govern themselves because, “Destitute of any form of local
government, they knew nothing of the duties of the magistrate, and were left at
liberty to follow the dictates of individual inclinations.”” A text written in
1912 states that “the Indian saw and felt the forms of British institutions, liked
the principle of loyalty to a great King, and admired the strength of British
love for law and order and for justice between different races.”'

In 1923 J.E.H. MacDonald (1873-1932) designed a mural which pro-
vided another construction of Native involvement with European institutions.
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fig.4 J.E.H. MacDonald,
A Friendly Meerning
in Early Canada,
1924, oil and metal-
lic paint on canvas,
Metropalitan Toron-
to Reference Library
(Photo: Journal of
the Royal Architec-
tural Institure of Ca-
nada [July 1933],
13. Photographer:
Metropolitan Toron-
to Library Board)

In thac year, at the suggestion of A.Y. Jackson, the Royal Canadian Academy of
Arts held an historical mural competition, The theme was "The Settlement of
Canada,” and the winning work was to have been hung in a railway commirctee
room in the Parliament Buildings in Octawa. First prize was won by MacDo-
nald for A Friendly Meeting in Early Canada (fig. 4)." In this painting a Native
Canadian is surrounded by four Europeans with whom he is conversing. The
composition 1s confrontational and foreshadows the power structure thar had
developed between the two groups by the time of the painting. On the other
hand, the title and the manner in which the Europeans seem to be listening ro
the Native, suggest that MacDonald intended the negotiations, which surely
led to the takeover of Nartive land, to appear amicable. This view was sustained
by contemporary historical literature. “Under the system of responsible govern-
ment, the condition of the Indians was greatly improved,” claimed an Ontario
textbook in 1910. “The British Government had been careful to take over the
land from [Natives] only after making a ctreaty with their chiefs and paying
them the price agreed on in money and goods. As a result of the honesty and
justice of our treatment of the Indians we have had none of the terrible wars
which have disgraced the United Srates.™

Contrasts berween Nartive and European modes of transportation offered
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muralists an additional means of glorifying western technology. The earliest
program which may have put forth this view was planned by the Society of Mur-
al Decorators in 1894 for Toronto’s newly constructed Union Station.”' Its theme
was “The History of Transportation,” but it was rejected and the plans seem to
have been lost. Contemporary murals with the same theme may help to recons-
truct these plans.

At the turn of the century Frederick Challener and J.D. Kelly (1862-
1958) produced a series of monochrome ivory stucco panels in low relief for the
S.5. Toronto, a passenger ship owned by the Richelieu and Ontario Navigation
Company.” The panels depict Native people accompanying European explorers
through forests and over waterways in the late seventeench century (fig. 5). The
work of the Native people was for the most part similar to that of the modemn
navigation company, as both were charged with guiding passengers through
southern Ontario waters, but the size and speed of the commercial craft must
have set up an immediate contrast to that of the canoe.

Another example of this theme is provided by the murals in Toronto’s
Commerce Building (in situ) designed by Arthur Crisp (1881-1974) in 1931.%
The program begins with a depiction of a Native person in Freight and Travel By
Canoe and ends with The Empress of Britain. The Last Word in Ocean Travel. As the
American steel magnate Andrew Carnegie had said about his nation’s technolo-
gical development just a few decades earlier, “The old nations of the earth creep
on at a snail’s pace; the Republic thunders past with the rush of the express.”™

A similar reading may be taken from a mural scheme executed in 1930 by
Adam Sheriff Scotr for the resort hotel at Lucerne-in-Quebec (now Chateau
Montebello).” In one of thirteen panels (7m sit) representing local history,
Champlain is “taking an observation with the astrolabe on the Ottawa River in

fig.5 F.S. Challener, Title unknown, ¢. 1900, stucco,
Toronto: Rosedale Public School. (Photo: Records,
Archives and Museum, Toronto Board of Education.
{Photographer: Tom Moore), detail
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fig.7
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C.W. Jetterys Build-
ing the Rideau
Canal, 1930, oil on
canvas, Ottawa: Na-
vional Archives of
Canada. (Photo:

Journal of the Rayal

Architectuval Institure
of Canada {July
1933], 130. Photo
grapher: Metropoli-
tan Toronto Library
Board)

fig.6

fig.8

C.W. Jefferys, Hom-
age to the Chaudiére,
1930, oil on canvas,
Ortawa: National Ar-
chives of Canada. (Pho
l‘n.'.}(.wrn.-lf of the Royal
Architectural Institute

of Canada [Qcr. 1930],
350. Photographer:
Metropolitan Toronto
Library Board)

C.W. Jefterys and F.S.
Challener, Title un-
known, 1929, oil on
canvas, present location
unknown. (Photo: Jour-
nal of the Royal Architec-
tural Inststute of Canada
[June 1929}, 209. Pho-
tographer: Metropoli-
tan Toronto Library
Board)



fig.9  ES. Challener, Fort
Rouillé, 1928, oil on can-
vas, Toronto: City of To-
ronto Archives. (Photo:
Journal of the Royal Architec-
tural Instivute of Canada
[Sept./Oct. 1929], 4. Pho-
tographer: Metropolitan
Toronto Library Board)

1613,” while a number of awestruck Native people observe him. As a later Ca-
nadian historian claimed, “[Natives] took no effective steps toward the building
of craft that could be used on the two oceans that washed their shores. Had chey
done so, they would in all probability have come in touch with other civiliza-
tions and their whole isolated life would have been changed.”™

Murals by C. W. Jefferys (1869-1951), installed in the writing room of
the Chateau Laurier in Ottawa in 1930, also demanded recognition of the su-
periority of European technology and waterways management. Depicting the
building of the Rideau Canal, one panel represents a Native offering tobacco in
ritualistic homage to the spirit of the Chaudiére Falls (fig. 6).”" In another, En-
glish soldiers use mechanical equipment and massive blocks of cur stone to
build a canal which will control the water for commercial purposes (fig. 7).
The viewer might quickly suppose that the Native's unscientific atctemprt to
control nature would result in failure, while that of the Europeans would produ-
ce the desired effect.

The superiority of European trade and commerce provided subject martter
for many murals. In 1928 Jefferys and Challener produced two panels (present
location unknown) for the Manoir Richelieu, a French chateau-scyle hotel at
Murray Bay, Quebec.” On both sides of an archway of the central lounge they
depicted the arrival of Europeans in the Murray Bay area. In one panel Native
people sit on the ground, at the edge of the forest, offering furs ro the French
(fig. 8). While one Frenchman makes the trade, others are preparing timber for
construction. In the second panel, kilted immigrants from che British Isles have
arrived; the Natives - and the French - have disappeared.

In 1928, Challener completed Fort Routllé (fig. 9), a mural for the offices

of Loblaws, a major Toronto food company.” Once again a reading of the work



fre, 10} F. Haines and H. Palmer, The Settlement of Ca-
nada, 1929, ail on canvas (detail), Toronto: Cana-
dian Narional Exhibition. (Photo: Diane Falvey)

fag. 11 F. Haines and H. Palmer, The Settlement of
Canada, 1929, oil on canvas (detil), Toronto:

Canadian National Exhibition. (Photo: Diane Falvey)

depends on a number of contrasts. Firse the artist sets image against site. The
office of a twentieth-century trading company is furnished with depictions of
Native people engaged in trade with Europeans of che late eighteench century,
The mural’s composition emphasizes this contrast, as Native people sit in a ran-
dom arrangement on the ground, at the edge of the forest, while a military man
stands in front of them. His body forms a bold, vertical, compositional element,
which is mirrored in the upright posts of the fort's wall and aligned with che
ship’s sturdy mast. European civilization is represented as strong and srable,
while Nartive culture is linked to the chaos of nature.

A further contrast between past and present is set up by the fact that Fore
Rouillé sar on land which became the site of Toronto's Industrial Exhibition in



1879 (now the Canadian National Exhibition)." From the middle of the nine-
teenth century Canadians shared in the western world's enthusiasm for public
exhibitions of agricultural, natural and manufactured products.” When native
artifacts were exhibited at Canadians fairs they were presented as obsolete pre-
cursors of the work of “civilized” people. Indeed, in 1897 O.A. Howling sug-
gested that a Canadian exhibition of that year should “logically exhibit first the
traditions, arts and modes of life of the native tribes, the palimpsest {italics mine]
upon which European colonization has written the later histories.™* Similarly,
the exterior of the Canadian Pavilion ar the New York World's Fair of 1939 was
decorated with two torem poles carved by Kwakiutl artisct Mungo Martin, while
the interior was treated with murals depicting Canada’s industrial, trading and
leisure activities."

A year after Challener's 1928 Loblaws mural was ]\rmlm'(rd, WO INStruc-
tors from the Ontario College of Art, Fred Haines (1879-1960) and Herbert
Palmer (1881-1970), designed a mural (sn sztx) for the Dominion Government
Building ar the Canadian National Exhibition.” The Settlement of Canada was re-
presented on eight rectangular panels placed on the interior of the octagonal
drum of the glass dome. In one, two Nartive Canadians hunt buffalo against a
background of the wild prairie (fig. 10). In another, a Canadian of European an-
cestry guides a plough pulled by two large white oxen (fig. 11). While the buf-
falo population had been reduced to the point of extinction by thel880%, agri-

culrure was an ongoing and economically successful aspect of the Canadian eco-

fig. 12 A Lismer, The Humberside Mural, 1927-1931, oil
on panel, Toronto: Humberside Collegiate Institute

(Photo: Records, Archives and Museum, Toronto Board
of Education. Photographer: Tom Moore)



nomy. Visitors to an exhibition which was largely concerned with the display of
material progress and its moral implications, were clearly led to accept the futi-
lity of the Native way of life.

The moral qualities of material progress also provided Arthur Lismer (1885-
1969) with a subject when, in 1927, he was commissioned by the Literary Society
of Humberside Collegiate in Toronto to produce a mural for the school’s audito-
rium.* The location of historical murals in schools was considered by Lismer and
others involved in the mural movement as crucial to the raising of a national con-
sciousness.” For this commission, Lismer chose to represent Canadian history in
five panels (four of which are in the school’s new auditorium). In the first (fig. 12),
reading from left to right, early explorers arrive, Montcalm sits in defeat under a
towering image of Wolfe waving a British flag, and General Brock, the hero of
the War of 1812 against the United States, stands in the forefront on an elevated
section of ground. A single male Native stands below the military heroes, indica-
ting his passive acceptance of the events by smiling, placing one hand over his
heart, and lowering the axe in his right hand.

In the second panel several unidentified European explorers stand on a hill
scanning vast amounts of land. Well below the explorers, and seated on the
ground, are a Native man and woman. The man sits on a bearskin thus demon-
strating his association with the wild aspects of nature. Similarly, the Native
woman is modelled on one of Gauguin’s Tahitian female figures, and so is asso-
ciated with the “untamed” aspects of a primitive culture’s sexual practices. The
students of Humberside Collegiate might easily have made a similar reading, as
the 1930 edition of their own history text, History of Canada for High Schools, ex-
plained that “the Indian was, as it wete, a part of the landscape.”

The remaining three panels of the Humberside mural do not include repre-
sentations of Native people. The third and central panel is occupied by a large hill
with seated and standing personifications of Truth, Beauty, Wisdom, Courage and
Motherhood. It is the most prominent panel in the series, drawing the other pan-
els, and the viewer’s eye, toward it by means of the dominant triangular peak of
the hill, In the fourth panel, apparently as a result of Truth, Wisdom, Courage,
etc., a European woman holds a child on her lap, a young boy reads a book, and
pioneers settle the land with axes and scythes. Significantly, and in contrast to the
axe held by the Native in the first panel, the tools of the settlers are poised for ac-
tion. As English Canadians knew from the time of Confederation, “The Indian re-
treated before the axe of the settler”®; and “Patches of forest were occasionally
cleared {by Natives] ... at an enormous sacrifice of time and labour ... production
results which are now exceeded by a single backwoodsman in as many days.”® Fi-
nally, in the fifth panel (installed in 1932 and no longer extant) was a frieze of
“Canada’s youth” arranged in front of images of twentieth-century material pro-
gress, such as ploughed fields, an aviator and skyscrapets.
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fig.13  Auditorium, Jarvis Collegiate Instivute, Toronto. (Photo:
Journal of the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada {Junel931],
239 Phl!t(l;f.il"hl‘l‘ .\'ll:(l:::i'vufn.lll Toronto l.|l'\r.1r_\- Board)

The most extensive Canadian historical mural program which took materi-
al progress as its subject was produced by George Agnew Reid as a World War |
memorial for the auditorium of Toronto’s Jarvis Collegiate berween 1929 and
1930 (fig. 13).%" It is sn situ except for one panel. On the north wall Reid pain-
ted Patriotism and Sacrifice (to the left and right of the stage in fig. 13). Here
people of European ancestry - soldiers, farmers, school children, men in acade-
mic gowns, boy scouts and girl guides - pay homage to the British and Cana-
dian flags and refer to acts of patriotism and sacrifice that were made by Cana-
dians during the War. On the east wall was Ericson Discovering North America,
1000 A.D. (not extant). On the south wall above the balcony is The Discoverers,
986-1610 A.D. In a frieze the widch of the auditorium European explorers sit ar
desks studying maps and globes before setting out for North America. Below
the balcony, in a frieze of equal length, is Champlain Ascending the Ottawa River,
1615 A.D. On the west wall are John Cabot. Discovery of North America, 1497 ;
Jacques Cartier. Discovery of the St. Lawrence, 1534 ; Hudson's Bay Company. Fur
Trading in_James Bay, 1668 (fig. 14); United Empirve Loyalists Ascending the St. Lau-
rence, 1783 (fig. 15); and Alexander Mackenzie. Discovery of the Pacific, 1798 (visi-
ble to the left of Patriotism in fig. 13). Surrounding all of the panels are small
painted scrolls with the names of famous Canadian inventors, politicians and in-
dustrialists of European ancestry.™

In now familiar compositions, the Europeans in the historical panels are



fig.15 G.A. Red, United
Empire Loyalists As-
cending the St. Law-
rence, 1783, 1930,
l'l! .l!'ld encaustic on
canvas, Toronto: Jarvis
( ll”l'_l.‘].l[(.' Insticuce
(Photo: Records, Ar-
chives and Museum,
Toronto Board of Edu-
carion. Photographer

Tom Moore)

fig. 14 G.A. Reid, Hudson's
Bay Company. Fur
Trading in James
B.I.}- ., 1668, 1930, il

JU]IJ encaustic on can

vas, Toronto: Jarvis
f.n”c;.:hltu Institure
(Photo: Records, Ar-
chives and Museum
Toronto Board ot Edu
cation. Photographer

Tom Moaore)

actively engaged in acquiring land, organizing trade, and commanding large
sailing vessels, while the Native people are situated at the edge of the forest or
on the ground, passively accepting the arrival first of Cartier and then the Loya-
lists (fig. 15). Enthusiasm and vigour are expressed by Native people only at the
arrival of the Hudson Bay Company's ship (fig. 14), as they welcome the mare-
rial progress of a commercial shipping company.*' Also, Natives appear only in
scenes which can be dated no later than the early nineteenth cencury (wich Car-
tier, Champlain, the Hudson Bay Company and the Loyalists), while Europeans
appear in both the historical scenes and in the contemporary representations of

Sacrifice and Patriotism. (Logically, some of the approximarely 4000 Native Ca-



nadians who served in World War I could have appeared in these two panels.*)

A reading of the Jarvis mural program is clear: Native Canadians, because
they were materially unprogressive, began to “disappear” in the first half of the
nineteenth century. Indeed, it was at about that time that the reservation sys-
tem was set up, along with policies that designated the reserves as training cen-
tres in which Natives could learn to “become white” and subsequently receive
the corresponding benefits.”” On the other hand, Canadians of European ances-
try, because they were materially progressive, were able to survive and flourish,
to inherit the lands of Native peoples, and to play a key role in World War I. In
1918 Canada received imperial and international recognition when she proudly
signed the Treaty of Versailles independently of Great Britain.

Furthermore, the Jarvis murals offer evidence, as do all the murals discus-
sed, of the new Dominion’s ability to link morality with technological advance-
ment. According to the murals, Canada had assimilated a materially unprogres-
sive people, and, as anyone of European ancestry knew, the main justification for
imperial power was the civilization of inferior cultures.* It was “the white
man’s burden” to fulfill God’s purpose. Since Canada had assumed her share of
the civilizing process, she had, indeed, attained the maturity of the mother
country.” It was only appropriate, then, that as W.A. Sherwood had argued in
1893, “The art of the nation should reflect the genius of the race.”®

MARYLIN MCKAY
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design
Halifax, Nova Scotia
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Résumé

LA FRESQUE HISTORIQUE AU CANADA
DE 1895 A 1939

Progrés matériel , moralité et «disparition» des peuples autochtones

Entre 1895 et 1939, plusieurs artistes du Canada anglais se firent ’écho du sen-
timent nationaliste en illustrant par des peintures murales le progrés matériel
du nouveau dominion. Comme la plupart des Canadiens de cette époque, ils
croyaient que le progrés matériel conduirait inévitablement 2 la grandeur natio-
nale, 2 un statut plus élevé pour le nouveau dominion au sein de 'Empire bri-
tannique et a un rdle nouveau et important sur la scéne internationale. Afin
d’illustrer ce théme, ils représenterent des Canadiens de souche européenne en-
gagés activement dans I'exploration, la colonisation et les réalisations modernes
en technologie et en architecture. Leffet était rehaussé par la présence d’indige-
nes immobiles et impassibles. De plus, alors que les figures d’ «Euro-canadiens»
sont aussi bien contemporaines qu’historiques, les autochtones apparaissent ex-
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clusivement comme les vestiges d’'un passé lointain.

En représentant les autochtones comme les faire-valoir préhistoriques des
colons d’origine européenne, les peintres muralistes canadiens non seulement
donnaient plus de force a leurs représentations du progrés matériel, mais mon-
traient aussi qu'il ne restait aux autochtones qu'a reconnaftre I'infériorité de leur
culture matérielle, la [égitimité de la présence européenne en Amérique du
Nord et I'assimilation et 'extinction inévitables de leurs propres nations. Clest
ainsi que les peintures murales servirent 3 renforcer ’hégémonie culturelle du
groupe dominant et 2 fournir une justification morale au progrés matériel de la
vie moderne.

Alors que la décision de juxtaposer les deux cultures a pu étre un trait de
génie sur le plan de la composition artistique, cette facon de représenter les pre-
miers habitants n’était pas des plus nouvelle. En effet, 2 la fin du XIX¢ siécle, les
manuels d’histoire en usage dans les écoles du Canada, aussi bien que la littéra-
tute populaire déclaraient de maniére non équivoque que les autochtones étaient
inférieurs sur le plan technologique. En conséquence, on laissait entendre qu'’ils
étaient d’accord pour remettre leurs terres sans discuter aux explorateurs et co-
lons européens qui, ils le savaient, pouvaient les utiliser d’'une maniére plus pro-
ductive. De plus, on affirmait que la population autochtone diminuait et finirait
par disparaitre.

Le premier programme canadien de peintures murales 2 employer cette
description des autochtones comme moyen de mettre en valeur le progrés maté-
riel des Canadiens de souche européenne, a écé réalisé en 1894 pour le Toronto
Municipal Building, sous la direction de George Agnew Reid. Elles montrent des
Canadiens d’origine européenne faisant l'arpentage des terres a l'aide d’instru-
ments mécaniques, pendant qu'un Amérindien les regarde, prudemment caché
derriere un arbre, suggérant par 13, non seulement son émerveillement devant la
technologie, mais aussi sa disparition éventuelle.

Plusieurs autres peintures murales présentérent des variations sur le méme
théme. The Settlement of Canada, faite en 1929 par Fred Haines et Herbert Pal-
met pour le Dominion Government Building de 'Exposition nationale du Canada,
a Toronto, montrait le contraste entre la réussite de 'agriculture et la futilité de
la chasse au bison comme méthodes efficaces de production alimentaire. Certai-
nes illustrent 'acceptation volontaire par les autochtones de la prise de posses-
sion de leurs terres par des immigrants eutopéens: Governor and Mrs. Simcoe
Paddled Up the Credit River, réalisée par J.W. Beatty, vers 1908, pour le Missis-
sauga Golf and Country Club dans le sud de I'Ontario, A Friendly Meeting in Ca-
nada, faite par J.E.H. MacDonald en 1923 et la murale peinte en 1928 par
C.W. Jefferys et ES. Challener pour le Manoir Richelieu au Québec. Les cing
panneaux réalisés par Arthur Lismer, de 1927 4 1931, pour le Humberside Colle-
giate 2 Toronto montrent bien que la mainmise énergique des Européens sur les
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terres des autochtones au XVII* et XVIII siécle a conduit directement au pro-
grés matériel de I'époque moderne.

Sur les murales faites par Challener pour le Royal Alexandra Hotel de Win-
nipeg, entre 1908 et 1912, tout comme sur les tableaux de maisons de la cote
Nord-Ouest peints en 1939 par Jock Macdonald, pour la salle & manger de
I'Hétel Vancouver, I'architecture européenne est présentée comme supérieure &
'architecture autochtone. Le contraste entre les modes de transport autochtones
et européens mettait en valeur la technologie occidentale dans des murales pro-
duites par Challener et J.D. Kelly, avant la Premiére Guerre mondiale, pour le
navire de ligne S8.5. Toronto, par C.W. Jefferys pour I'hotel Chiteau Laurier d’'Ot-
tawa, en 1930, par Adam Sheriff Scott pour le Lucerne-en-Québec, en 1930, et
par Arthur Crisp pour le Commerce Building de Toronto, en 1931.

Clest 'efficacité du commerce européen qui était mise en contraste avec
I’économie de traite des autochtones dans la murale de Challener Fort Roxillé,
terminée en 1928 pour les bureaux de la chafne alimentaire torontoise Loblaws.
Le vaste programme mural réalisé par George Agnew Reids, entre 1929 et
1930, pour le Jarvis Collegiate de Toronto montre que la mainmise sur les terres
autochtones au XVII* et XVIII* siécle a conduit, non seulement au progrés ma-
tériel du XITXe et XX siecle, mais encore, et c’est le plus important, a la nouvel-
le position occupée par le Canada sur le plan international, comme en fait foi le
réle important joué par le pays pendant la Premiere Grande guerre.

Si I'on en croit ces oeuvres, le Canada a assimilé un peuple sans avenir sur
le plan matériel, et, c’est bien connu de quiconque a des ancétres européens, la
principale justification du pouvoir impérial était la civilisation des cultures infé-
rieures. Selon la formule anglo-saxonne, c’était le «fardeau de 'homme blanc»,
le devoir de réaliser la volonté de Dieu. Puisque le Canada avait assumé sa part
du processus de civilisation, il avait atteint la maturité de la meére patrie. Il de-
venait naturel, alors, que «l’art de la nation soit le reflet du génie de la race».

Traduction: Elise Bonnette
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