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Over the last three decades Canadian
artists who have been associared rto
varying degrees with the French
Impressionists - those “despisers of art”
castigated by Edmond Dyonnert in a
wildly inaccurate 1913 speech' - have
come under increased scrutiny.
Retrospective exhibitions have been
devoted to the work of, among others,
Henri Beau, William Blair Bruce,
William Henry Clapp, Maurice Cullen,
Ernest Lawson, Helen Galloway
McNicoll, Marc-Aurele de Foy Suzor-
Coté and Ernest Percyval Tudor-Hart.?
In addition, and despite the difficulties
inherent in dealing with the breadth,
inconsistencies and contradicrions of
"Canadian Impressionism” as a phe-
nomenon, the subject has been tackled
in an M.A. thesis, an essay by Dennis
Reid, a coffee-table book by Paul
Duval, and two exhibitions (1965 and
1973).}

The latter three sources have no
pretensions to being more than uncriti-
cal introductions to the visual pleasure-
ground of Canadian Impressionism.
This is not the case with Visions of Light
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and Air, the extensive and valuable cat-
alogue published in conjunction with
an unfortunately flawed exhibition of
the same name. Finally, nearly a centu-
ry after winning its initial acceptance,
the Impressionist movement in Canada
has become the subject of an erudire
publication, though not of a compara-
bly satisfying museum display.

Visions of Light and Atr was orga-
nized by the Americas Society of New
York as part of the Society's ongoing
mission “to foster a broader under-
standing and appreciation of the rich
cultural heritage of our neighbors in
Latin America, the Caribbean, and
Canada” (p.8). It comprises sixty-five
paintings by twenty-six artists, divided
three “Canadians

into secrions:



Abroad,” “Impressionist Canada”
(landscapes and a few cityscapes), and
“Figures and Portraits.” The artists in-
clude not only those Canadians usually
associated with Impressionism (Beau,
Cullen, McNicoll and Suzor-Coté, for
example), but also such lesser-known
and/or less likely-sounding figures as
Vital-Achille-Raoul Barré (1874-1932)
and David Milne.* The exhibition is
scheduled for showings at the Americas
Society Art Gallery, The Dixon Gallery
and Gardens (Memphis), and The Frick
Art Museum (Pittsburgh). It first
opened at the Musée du Québec (June
1995), and will conclude its five-city
tour at the Art Gallery of Hamilton, in
December 1996.

Visions of Light and Air, the exhi-
bition, is premised upon a definition of
“Impressionism” that is so catholic as to
lose anything resembling clearly dis-
cernible boundaries. It is, of course,
true that even in reference to the
European context the label “Impres-
sionist” has often been applied with
disconcerting carelessness. Not all
“Impressionists” were as concerned
with painting light as they were with
painting objects defined by light. Some
avoided spontaneous-seeming compo-
sitions, or reliance upon high-valued,
unmixed, spectral colours. Still others
clung to well-defined modeling and
chiaroscuro, or were reticent about
employing broken brushwork. As a
result, “Impressionist” has tended to be

used in a sweeping way to designate the
work of artists whose affiliations with
the style were often demonstrably tenu-
ous. Degas, for example, resisted being
categorized as such. More recently
some of the less thoughtful publicity
and/or reporting on exhibitions of work
from the Emil G. Buhrle and the
Barnes collections has made Impres-
sionists of such improbable candidates
as Van Gogh, Cézanne, and even
Modigliani.

The same delicate problems of
classification exist vis-q-vis the Cana-
dian . Impressionists. How does one
reconcile the increasingly pure opticali-
ty of Monet with Morrice’s moody,
turn-of-the-century Whistlerian aes-
theticism, or with Clarence Gagnon’s
narrative scenes? To ask a more basic
question: under what conditions, and
to what degree, can an art movement
grounded in the socio-economic and
aesthetic context of late nineteenth-
century France be transposed to a very
different country half a world away?’

Considerations based on specifici-
ty of geographic context are complica-
ted by a second factor that contributes
to the often problematic classification
of Canadian artists as “Impressionists”:
the temporal parameters of the move-
ment itself. By the time Canadian
artists began travelling to France in
large numbers in the 18807,
Impressionism did not hold anything
resembling uncontested sway amongst
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the avant-garde there, let alone in the
art world in general. Thus, for James
Wilson Morrice, A.Y. Jackson and
William Henry Clapp, Impressionism
was one stop on the way to other, more
up-to-date styles. For other artists,
including William Blair Bruce and
Henri Beau, Impressionism (or, espe-
cially in Bruce’s case, fragments of
Impressionist technique) remained in
their repertoires for prolonged periods,
but not necessarily as their preferred
style. Instead, it served as one of a vari-
ety of possible approaches, the choice
among them being dictated by such
contingent factors-as subject matter
and physical scale.

The readiness of artists such as
Morrice and Bruce to muddy the
Impressionist waters was also the result
of a third factor, beyond both national
context and Impressionism’s coexis-
tence with newer approaches to pic-
ture-making. Much of International
Impressionism’s tendency to mix,
match, heighten or ignore “essential”
Impressionist criteria regarding sub-
jects, composition, colour, brushwork
and light is a consequence of the sub-
stantial influence of artists who were
not French, and/or who might not have
been Impressionists at all. For example
(and this must have been a factor in the
Americas Society’s decision to sponsor
this exhibition), many Canadian artists
owed much to the Impressionist prac-
tices of their American teachers and
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peers. James Wilson Morrice was pat-
ticularly close to Robert Henri until
the latter’s departure from Europe for
the United States in 1900, and he also
went on painting excursions with
Maurice Prendergast (Canadian only by
birth), William Glackens, Howard
Redfield and Robert Henry Logan.
William Blair Bruce worked in the
company of Theodore Robinson. Laura
Muntz had a firm friendship with
Wilhelmina Hawley, with whom she
ran a summer school in northern
France. In 1891 and 1892 Ernest
Lawson was an ardent student of John
Twachtman of The Ten. And, as Robert
Stacey proposes in his essay in Visions of

"Light and Air, Lawson may initially

have been steered in the direction of
The Ten by Henry M. Rosenberg, an
American engaged in 1898 as Principal
of the Victoria School of Art and Design
in Halifax. Their American contacts
helped mold the Impressionism of these
Canadian artists, just as Helen
McNicoll’s training in England imbued
her painting with much the same brand
of Edwardian Impressionism that per-
meates the art of Walter Richard
Sickert, Algernon Talmage and Doro-
thea Sharp.

This exposure to an assort-

“ment of regional and national varia-

tions on Impressionism was combined
with a smorgasbord of contemporary
movements and the self-evident fact
that the scenery of the Canadian Shield



bears almost no similarity to that of
northern France. The result was the sort
of hybridity that drove the more
staunchly classification-minded mem-
bers of the Parisian art world to distrac-
tion, and that becomes a significant
source of consternation for the visitor to
Visions of Light and Air. The exhibition
reveals Canadian Impressionism as a
complex collection of strands: less a
coherently unified movement than a
multifaceted phenomenon that opened
out in a wealth of unexpected, fre-
quently unlikely, directions. The view-
er must certainly concede that
Impressionism has long been defined in
sufficiently fuzzy terms to encompass a
range of artists not given to “pure”
explorations of the style. However,
there is surely something questionable
about using the term as an umbrella to
shelter all the works exhibited in Visions
of Light and Air.

For example, such paintings as
Lawren Harris's Winter Sunrise (1918)
and Suzor-Coté’s Dégel d'avril (1920)
would both have been just as much at
home in Lost Paradise: Symbolist Europe,
on show at the Montreal Museum of
Fine Arts while Visions of Light and Air
was occupying two galleries at the
Musée du Québec.® Suzor-Coté’s in-
volvement with Impressionism is rep-
resented in the exhibition not by his
most unequivocally Impressionist paint-
ings (dating from ¢.1906 and all done
in France), but by five more technically

and stylistically hybrid canvases from
1913-20. An especially serious prob-
lem in the exhibition is the too-fre-
quent conflation of Impressionism with
Post-Impressionism. For example, John
Sloan Gordon's Niagara Falls (1907) is
certainly a striking image, but one that
is arresting as much for its exploitation
of Post-Impressionist Pointillism as for
the distinctly un-Impressionist subli-
mity of its subject. Post-Impressionism
is, of course, closely related to Im-
pressionism, as is made clear by its
other appellation: Neo-Impressionism.
In its techniques as well as in certain of
its key concerns, however, it very often
contradicts the movement from which
it partly derives its name.

Most problematic of all, however,
are the two David Milne oils in the
exhibition. Columbus Monument (¢.1912)
is clearly indebted to the Gauguin- and
Nabis-inspired paintings of Maurice
Prendergast. Interior with Paintings
(1914) owes much not only to Prender-
gast but to the Fauvism of Matisse and
Derain. They seem very odd choices for
this exhibition, the more so because
earlier in the century Milne had pro-
duced a number of paintings more in
keeping with certain tenets of Impres-
sionism. Even then his interest in
Monet (he had seen some of the
Haystack paintings at Durand-Ruel’s
gallery in New York) had not been
focused on light as a form-dissolving
phenomenon. The earlier paintings are
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instead noteworthy for their integrity
of structure and rigour of composition-
al organization. In this regard both
Columbus Monument and Interior with
Paintings grew organically out of
Milne’s earlier work but, in comparison
with those already only semi-
Impressionist works, their links with
Impressionism are slight. This is par-
ticularly true of Inserior with Paintings.
To select the latter as illustrative of
Milne’s Impressionism seems eccentric
at best.

Thus, even allowing for the vari-

ety of visual experience that can legiti- -

mately be subsumed under the heading
“Impressionism,” it is difficult not to
find one’s credulity stretched to - and
occasionally beyond - the breaking
point by some of the paintings exhibit-
ed in Visions of Light and Air. Under
these conditions it is unclear’ why
artists like Laura Muntz Lyall and
Frank Johnston were not also included
in the exhibition, and are in fact repre-
sented by only one black-and-white
illustration apiece in the catalogue.
Muntz Lyall was capable of utilizing
Impressionist techniques with skill,
while her scenes of children with or
without mothers show the influence of
Mary Cassatt. Johnston, as Robert
Stacey points out in his catalogue essay,
was the only participant in the four
well-known boxcar trips to Algoma
who employed a modified Impres-
sionist vocabulary throughout those
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three years (1918-21). Neither Muntz
Lyall nor Johnston was a “pure” Im-
pressionist by any means. However, the
fact that this exhibition subscribes to
what at times appears to be an almost
capricious definition of Impressionist
painting means that the list of artists
who might have been included but
were not is potentially very long. It is
fortunate, therefore, that at least two of
the three substantial catalogue essays
go a long way toward compensating for
these problems.

The three essays are preceded by a
foreword by William H. Gerdts, who
has worked extensively on Impres-
sionism in the United States. One of
the questions raised by Gerdts concerns
the characteristics that defined Impres-
sionist painting in Canada. It is unsur-
prising, in light of the factors that cre-
ated divergence between “mainstream”
French Impressionism and the style as
it was practised in Canada, that he
comes up short when he asks what the
defining characteristics of Canadian
Impressionism were. Casting about for
an answer, he settles on the artists’
involvement with “their native land ...
rugged and wild ... [and} often with the
wilderness itself” (p.13). This is an oft-
repeated refrain in Canadian art history:
that the Group of Seven aesthetic is the
apparently inevitable touchstone and
end-point of Canadian art during the
period ¢.1890-1920.7 Yet this proposal
is fraught with problems with regard to




the work of W.H. Clapp, L.L.
FitzGerald and several other artists,
including three of the four women
whose paintings are exhibited in Visions
of Light and Air: Frances M. Jones
Bannerman, Henrietta Mabel May and
Helen Galloway McNicoll. That the
crispness of northern winter air is an
ideal subject for an Impressionist tech-
nique is proved to great effect by
Maurice Cullen (Logging in Winter,
Beaupré, 1896) and Clarence Gagnon
(Le pont de glace @ Québec, 1921). Yet
there are at least as many paintings of
urban views or of tamed countryside in
this exhibition as there are representa-
tions of anything more rugged.
Further, the more stereotypically “Can-
adian” scenes do not consistently evince
the most thoroughgoing or sophisticat-
ed Impressionist approach.

Carol Lowrey's essay follows
Gerdts’ foreword. This is a general in-
troduction to Impressionist painting in
Canada, structured - for the most part -
as a series of brief biographical/critical
sections. Lowrey touches on a number
of topics, including the importance to
many of Canada’s Impressionists of
study in Paris at the Ecole des Beaux-
Arts and/or the Académies Colarossi or
Julian, the latter particularly popular
with anglophone artists. One can trace
a series of generational pilgrimages of
Canadian artists to Paris and other
patts of France, beginning in the 1870
with Robert Harris, James Kerr-

Lawson and William Brymner. The
work of Brymner, for one, was closer to
the plein-air naturalism that he admired
in Bastien-Lepage than it was to the
work of Monet or Sisley, and he cannot
accurately be called an Impressionist. It
nonetheless seems somewhat inconsis-
tent, given the exhibition’s tendency to
err on the side of over-inclusiveness,
that neither he nor Harris nor Kerr-
Lawson has work exhibited in Visions of
Light and Air.

The trans-Atlantic migration
started by Brymner and others in the
1870’s subsequently included William
Blair Bruce and Maurice Cullen in the
1880’s, Raoul Barré, Henri Beau, Ernest
Lawson, Motrice and Suzor-Coté in the
1890’s, and Emily Carr, William Henry
Clapp, Clarence Gagnon, A.Y. Jackson
and Henrietta Mabel May in the twen-
tieth century prior to the outbreak of
the First World War. Other artists,
Helen McNicoll prominent among
them, absorbed their Impressionist les-
sons not from Paris but from England.
These artists reinforced the growing
interest, among Montréal collectors and
art critics, in Impressionism. As early as
1892 William Scott’s gallery was show-
ing works by French Impressionist mas-
ters, and four years later Suzor-Coté
scored a critical (though not a financial)
coup when he exhibited his works in a
rented storefront.

Anglophone Toronto was less in
touch with contemporary develop-
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ments in Paris. Impressionism received
its first public exposure there only in
1908, at the inaugural exhibition of the
Canadian Art Club. On this and subse-
quent occasions the exhibitors were
Cullen and Morrice. During the seven
years after 1908 the Club also showed
work by Torontonian Ernest Lawson, as
well as by Clapp, Suzor-Coté and
Clarence Gagnon.? As Lowrey indi-
cates, Toronto’s relatively late interest
in Impressionism was coupled with the
fact that the style enjoyed only a brief
period of sustained attention there.
Important figures in the introduction
of Impressionism to Toronto - most
notably George Agnew Reid - defend-
ed it, but to a large degree both their
roots and their practice reflected aes-
thetic conventions of a pre-Impres-
sionist world. In addition, as Dennis
Reid observed in his 1990 essay
“Impressionism in Canada,” the richest
Toronto collectors were outstripped by
their Montréal counterparts in terms of
both wealth and adventurousness.
There was no Toronto equivalent of
Montréal’s William Scott Gallery. And
whereas the Art Association of Mon-
treal was showing paintings by the core
group of Parisian Impressionists as
early as 1896, the Art Museum of Tor-
onto did not even open until 1918.°
Lowrey underscores her com-
ments about Toronto’s lack of enthusi-
asm for Impressionism by quoting
Dennis Reid on such artists as Farquhar
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and Elizabeth McGillivray Knowles,
Mary Heister Reid and Clara Hagerty
(none of whom is included in the exhi-
bition itself). These artists viewed their
“artistic modernity in a more broadly
based Aestheticism” rather than in
terms of Impressionism per se (p.28).1
This is undeniably true, although
Farquhar McGillivray Knowles would
not necessarily have seemed jarringly
out of place in this exhibition. In any
case, Lowrey does not use Toronto’s
comparative (vis-2-vis Montréal) lack of
enthusiasm for Impressionism as an
excuse to gloss over Toronto artists’
interest in several aspects of the style.
Indeed, only nine of the twenty-six
artists in the exhibition were Que- -
beckers, whereas fifteen were Ontario
residents and two (FitzGerald and Carr)
were born and worked in the West.

Of the three substantial essays in
Visions of Light and Air, Lowrey’s is the
only one that appears in both the
English and the French versions of the
catalogue. This is unfortunate. As an
introduction to the artists and issues
involved in Canadians’ encounter with
Impressionism, it covers much the
same ground as Dennis Reid’s 1990
essay, which was also published simul-
taneously in English and French.
Unilingual francophone readers are
thus denied ready access to the scholar-
ship of Laurier Lacroix and Robert
Stacey, both of whose essays are more
specialized and groundbreaking than



Lowrey’s. The omission of Lacroix’s
essay from the French catalogue is par-
ticularly ironic because his original text
was written in French and then transla-
ted for inclusion in the English publi-
cation. It considers at length a funda-
mental aspect of the history of Canadian
Impressionism addressed in a compara-
tively cursoty manner by Lowrey: the
means by which the style became
known and was popularized between its
initial appearance in Canada in the early
1890’s and its widespread acceptance
two decades later.

Lacroix’s essay opens by identify-
ing the very real difficulties involved in
increasing public awareness of Impres-
sionism. The reproduction of images in
the press could be a complex affair.
Black-and-white photography and
printing, especially with the relative
lack of sophistication hampering these
processes in the late nineteenth century,
could scarcely be expected to convey a
faithful idea of the appearance of “true”
Impressionist paintings, which relied
for much of their effect on uniformly
high-value colours. In worst-case situa-
tions, scenes of boaters or picnickers
could be reproduced as indecipherable
blurs with no outlines and insufficient
amounts of detail to overcome the visu-
al static. Hand-copying might have
been an attractive option, had not
Impressionism by its very nature
emphasized the importance of spon-
taneity. In addition, in the 1890’

Impressionism in Canada lacked a large
and eager audience. It was thus in the
early stages of achieving the very accep-
tance that would have justified the
labour of copying in the first place.
The dissemination and popular-
ization of Impressionism was therefore
incumbent largely upon the activities
of collectors and critics. Lacroix,
restricting himself mainly to Montréal,
follows Janet Brooke in tracing the
growing interest of collectors." After
1889, tycoons such as George Drum-
mond and William Cornelius Van
Horne collected paintings by Manet,
Cassatt, Degas, Renoir, Pissarro and
Sisley, albeit at a modest rate. More
importantly, they loaned them to exhi-
bitions at the Art Association of
Montreal twice before the turn of the
century: in 1895 and 1897. As noted
by Lowrey, Montrealers could also see
French Impressionist paintings at
William Scott’s gallery, and Lacroix
adds to this information the fact that,
in 1906, they flocked to the Art
Association to see twenty-nine paint-
ings loaned by the Impressionists’ most
important dealer, Paul Durand-Ruel.
Finally, a 1909 A.A.M. exhibition of
some three hundred pieces of modern
French art is characterized as one of the
most important “turning points as to
the quality and number of works in the

Impressionist style produced in Canada

by Canadian artists” (p.44). The expo-
sure of what was described as Post-
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Impressionist art at the A.A.M.’s 1913
Spring Exhibition further legitimized
Impressionism as a style, in large part
because it pushed even further the lim-~
its of what was considered aesthetically
acceptable in modern times. In fact, as
Dennis Reid has noted elsewhere, the
catalogue text for the Durand-Ruel col-
lection had made exactly the same
point seven years earlier.”?

Lacroix’s essay also builds upon
Lowrey’s brief observation that critical
attitudes toward Impressionism as a
style for Canadian art were often polar-
ized over the issue of cultural national-
ism. Whereas William Sherwood, for
example, criticized it as an imported
style, Hector Charlesworth could praise
Suzor-Coté's work for being “so gen-
uinely Canadian ... as to delight all who
aspire toward a national art” (1913;
p-26). In particular, Impressionism’s
emphasis on the importance of light
struck a chord among Canadian artists
and critics who, like Donald Buchanan
in 1941, differentiated between the
“diffused and pinkish light that is near-
ly always present in our snow-bound
skies,” and “the greyer atmospheres of
northern or central Europe or in the
clearer horizons of the Mediterranean”
(p.24). And, as Lacroix demonstrates,
the predilection of artists such as
Cullen, Morrice, Suzor-Coté and
Gagnon for winter landscapes strongly
suggestive of a Canadian climate was a
key factor in the acceptance of
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Impressionist-inspired painting in the
increasingly national-identity-minded
years after ¢, 1895.

Lacroix’s analysis of published
criticism of Impressionism in Canada is
buttressed with substantial endnotes,
containing quotations and analysis of
the assumptions and arguments that
underlay criticism during the two
decades beginning in the early 1890’s.
Particularly interesting here is the
inquiry into what, exactly, critics and
other writers meant when they referred
to “Impressionism.” Lacroix demon-
strates that, in general, they tended to
avoid the difficulty subtended by
“naming the pictorial experience pro-
posed by Impressionism” (p.53, note
35). In this way critics like the wittily
pseudonymous “Lynn C. Doyle,” writ-
ing in Toronto Saturday Night in 1895,
could concentrate on technical/formal
devices at the expense of anything like a
penetrating analysis of composition,
spontaneity or subject. The result could
easily be the near equation of Impres-
sionism with “plein-air painting, an ex-
tension of the Barbizon School and
rural landscape, ... a useful short-cut in
Canada, where the latter genre was
dominant from the 1890s” (p.46).
Lacroix thus declines to take up
William Gerdts’ challenge to identify
the characteristics of a specifically
Canadian variant of International Im-
pressionism. Instead, he concentrates
on the related but more fruitful goal of




teasing out the tangle of factors that
mediated the critical and public accep-
tance of Impressionism in Québec.
Robert Stacey employs a compa-
rably productive approach to deal with
another consequential subject given
only cursory in Carol
Lowrey’s introductory essay. In “The
Sensations Produced by (Their Own)
Landscape: Some Alternative Paths to -
and Away from - Canadian Impres-
sionism,” he turns his back on the
Province of Québec. He instead consid-
ers landscape artists working elsewhere
in Canada who had acquired their
knowledge of Impressionist theory and
practice from other, less strictly canoni-
cal sources than Paris schools and gal-
leries. This approach has the benefit of
bringing into the Impressionist orbit
three artists working west of the
Ontario-Manitoba  border: C.'W.
Jefferys, L.L. FitzGerald and Emily
Carr - something not done in Dennis
Reid’s important 1990 essay. It is
tempting to agree with Stacey that this
may have had something to do with
Reid’s francocentric claim that “[elvery
serious young artist in Canada aspired
to study in Paris, and by the early
1890s they all did" (p.56). In fact, of
the seventeen artists from outside
Québec whose work is included in the
Visions of Light and Air exhibition, fully
half did not train in Paris, whereas all
- nine of the Québec artists did. Helen
McNicoll, Lawren Harris and Arthur

treatment

Lismer, for example, all studied in
Buropean countries other than France.
Jefterys and FitzGerald studied only in
North America.

Stacey discusses artists, such as
these, who did not spend time in Paris
and northern France, the geographic
centre of the Impressionist movement.
His contention is that their interest in
techniques associated with Impression-
ism or other avant-garde movements
was part and parcel of their concern for
the faithful rendering of the local land-
scape and for the evocation of its effects
on its inhabitants. For example:

[Olne finds it hard to believe that ...

[Tom Thomson] was unfamiliar

with Divisionism and the French

Fauves, yet it is entirely possible that

he came up with these effects inde-

pendently and, as it were, s#i generis.

Or, as he himself might have

expressed it, the land, the light and

the seasons made him paint as he did.

(p.67)

Essentially the same claim is
made for Arthur Lismer, Jefferys and
FitzGerald: that the visually and emo-
tionally accurate representation of
Canadian landscape and climate virtu-
ally demanded the utilization of modi-
fied Impressionist and other avant-
garde techniques. This is a potentially
dangerous argument, implying as it
does a cause-and-effect relationship
between landscape and climate on the
one hand, and aesthetic approach on
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the other. Impressionism, defined here
with sufficient looseness to cover
Thomson’s The Pointers (Pageant of the
North) of 1915, is not seen as a set of
formal and technical devices imposed
mechanically upon a landscape. Rather,
it responds to very real needs in the
portrayal of the (Canadian) environ-
ment. This is as much the case with the
crisp winter air encountered by the
Group of Seven in northern Ontario as
with the hazy summer heat of Fitz-
Gerald’s Manitoba.

However, Stacey is well aware
that style in art does not spontaneously
spring, Venus-like, from pre-Cambrian
rocks, Georgian Bay waves or Prairie
wheat fields. Artists - including those
working in locales that, from the cafés
of Montmartre, might have seemed to
border on the ends of the earth - were
exposed to art that was related to Pari-
sian Impressionism, even if sometimes
several degrees removed from it.
Without travelling to Paris they could
become aware of the Impressionist
potential by observing how well it
responded to local, but not necessarily
French, conditions. Scandinavian land-
scape painting, seen by Lawren Harris
and J.E.H. MacDonald at the 1913
Exhibition of Contemporary Scandina-
vian Art at the Albright Art Gallery,
remains the best-known of the alterna-
tive avenues for Canadian artists. It had
the advantage over French-Impres-
sionist landscape painting that the ter-
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rain and climate with which it dealt
bore obvious similarities to the parts of
Ontario of which artists like Harris and
MacDonald were so fond.

But Scandinavian painting was
hardly unique as a doorway to Impres-
sionism. For example, Lowrey had ob-
served that L.L. FitzGerald, who never
studied in Europe, was indebted to
reproductions in art magazines, and
especially to his acquaintance with the
Glasgow School’s Donald MacQuarrie
and George Telfer Bear, both of whom
settled in Winnipeg during the 1910s%.
Stacey adds to this, suggesting that
FitzGerald “picked up his second-hand
Impressionist technique from his
omnivorous readings” and from Hun-
garian emigré A.S. Keszthelyi, who had
taught at the Carnegie Institute in
Pittsburgh and the Art Students
League in New York before going to
Winnipeg (p.70). He also comments
on, for example, the popularity of the
Plein-air instruction available at schools
such as New York’s Art Students
League, and links this with the 1890
depression that compelled such Toron-
to artists as C.W. Jefferys to seek their
livings in large American cities. He
also recognizes that railway ties be-
tween Atlantic Canada, Boston and
New York City not only encouraged
Canadian travel southward, but expe-
dited the northern peregrinations of
Americans such as Henry M. Rosen-
berg. In this manner Stacey, like



Lacroix, builds a case for linking three
distinct phenomena: the quest for
regional or national character, the use of
Impressionist techniques, arnd the
mediating factors through which Cana-
dians became familiar with Impres-
sionism.

Aside from William Gerdts’ fore-
word and the essays by Stacey, Lacroix
and Lowrey, Visions of Light and Air
includes a useful bibliography for
Canadian art of the time, and for
Canadian Impressionism and the twen-
ty-six exhibiting artists in particular.
Thete ate also brief biographical sum-
maries of each artist, and colour plates
of all sixty-five exhibits. Lacking is any
reference to the handful of hors catalogue
works added to the installation at the
Musée du Québec. These included a
large summertime view of Cap-Dia-
mant by Maurice Cullen, from the
Musée’s permanent collection. In the
exhibition installation this was paired
with the artist’s winter view of the same
area (1909; Art Gallery of Hamilton), a
canvas of identical size, painted from
exactly the same spot. The pairing was
a striking and important demonstra-
tion of the Impressionist predilection
for serial views, exemplified by Monet's
paintings of haystacks, cypress trees
and the facade of Rouen Cathedral. It is
therefore unfortunate that the cata-
logue itself does not even hint at the
existence of the second of these two
Cap-Diamant paintings. Nor, for that

mattet, does it feature reproductions of
any other painting series, such as the
Algonquin Park season-cycle on which,
as Stacey’s essay reminds us, Tom
Thomson was working at the time of
his death.

In general, the catalogue’s sixty-
five colour reproductions are of high
quality, although the colour in the pho-
tograph of Emily Carr's Yan, Queen
Charlotte Islands (1912) is an embarrass-
ment. Also unfortunate is the fact that
the scumbled factare in all four paint-
ings by William Henry Clapp is some-
what lost in reproduction. For the most
part the selection of the thirty-nine
black-and-white reproductions neatly
supplements the colour plates, adding
springboards to exploration for the
reader interested in pursuing the com-
plexities of Impressionism as it mani-
fested itself in the work of Canadian
artists.

However, useful though the
plates and illustrations are for convey-
ing the potential breadth of Impres-
sionism in Canada, it is to be wished
that the process of selecting works for
the exhibition had been marked by a
greater degree of adventurousness.
Eighteen public and five private collec-
tions contributed pieces to the show,
but in a startlingly large number of
cases the works are the same examples
that are increasingly coming to stand
for the loose concept “Impressionism
by Canadian artists.” In some instances
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this is well-nigh unavoidable. For
example, although George Agnew
Reid was a key figure in the early histo-
ry of Impressionism in Toronto, and
was one of the first Canadian artists to
conduct Impressionist-oriented out-
door classes (in Onteora, New York,
beginning in 1893), Idling ([¢.11892) is
one of his very few works that can be
considered to incorporate legitimately
Impressionist characteristics in any real
sense. William Blair Bruce’s Landscape
with Poppies, painted at Giverny in
1887, is for various reasons so Monet-
esque that it would be a pity to omit it
from any survey of Impressionist paint-
ing by Canadian artists. Cullen’s
Logging in Winter, Beanpré more than
deserves its fame as one of the first
paintings to use Impressionist tech-
niques to capture the distinctly un-
French sensation of cold air and crisp
light against sparkling snow, with
shadows tinted bluish because the snow
reflected the tones of the sky.
However, despite the extremely
open definition of “Impressionism” in
Visions of Light and Air, and the corre-
spondingly lagge number of paintings
available to the organizers, the list of
exhibits looks disconcertingly familiar.
Fourteen of the sixty-five colour plates
are of works that also appeared as illus-
trations in the essay Dennis Reid con-
tributed to Norma Broude’s World
Impressionism in 1990. This figure repre-
sents almost fifty per cent of Reid’s
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twenty-nine illustrations. (Morrice’s
Quai des Grands-Augustins, Paris might
be considered a fifteenth example of
duplication between these two sources.
The National Gallery of Canada version
is represented in Reid’s essay, as well as
in Paul Duval’s Canadian Impressionism
of 1990, while the almost identical
Musée d’Orsay version is included in
Visions of Light and Air.) Is it really cred-
ible that there exists a core group of
“essential” Impressionist painting that
is as small as comparisons between the
illustrations in Reid’s essay, Duval’s
book and the present catalogue sug-
gest?

The failure of the organizers of
Vistons of Light and Air to go further
afield in search of exhibits is especially
unfortunate because, as noted earlier,
the show features works that do not
accurately document all the various
artists’ involvement with Impres-
sionism. Milne’s Interior with Paintings
is perhaps the most obvious example.
In this sense the exhibition itself is only
slightly more critical in its definition of
Impressionism that was Joan Murray’s
Impressionism in Canada, 1895-1935,
organized for the Art Gallery of
Ontario in 1973 and highlighting the
work of thirty artists. Notwithstanding
the shortcomings of the exhibition
itself, however, Lacroix’s and Stacey’s
catalogue essays present important doc-
umentation and hypotheses regarding
what has for too long been perhaps the



most imprecisely-defined stylistic ten-
dency in Canadian art. Superseding
Dennis Reid’s 1990 essay, it takes the
latter’s place as the most detailed and
critically informative publication to
date on its subject.

BRIAN FOSS
Department of Art History
Concordia University
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