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ST. ANNE'S ANGLICAN CHURCH, TORONTO 
Byzantium versus Modernity 

I n 1907 the Reverend Lawrence Skey (1867-1948) and other members of the 
Building Committee of St. Anne's Anglican Church in Toronto voted to 

replace their overcrowded Gothic Revival building with a neo-Byzantine struc­
ture'! The design, by local architect William Ford Howland (1874-1948), includ­
ed a centralized plan in the shape of a Greek cross, a plain brick exterior, a central 
dome sixty feet high resting on pendentives, and a raised chancel set in a semi­
domed apse in the west arm of the cross (figs.1 and 2). Thus the first church in 
Canada to adopt salient fearures of Byzantine architecture was erected in Toronto 
in 1908.2 

In the spring of 1923 when funds for furbishing the interior of St. Anne's 
became available3 ].E.H. MacDonald (1873-1932), then an instructor in design 
at the Ontario College of Art, was commissioned with a team of artists to deco­
rate the interior with Byzantine-style mural paintings dedicated to the theme of 
the divinity of Christ.4 The curved vault of the apse was covered with an elabo­
rate blue and gold vine scroll symbolizing the Eucharist (fig.3) and is reminiscent 
of the apse vault of the Church of San Vitale in Ravenna. Within the scroll are 
seven medallions with symbols that were frequently employed in Early 
Christian/Byzantine art. Below the medallions are seven icon-like panels with nar­
rative scenes that commonly formed the core of Byzantine church decoration.5 
The central panel represents the Transfiguration, and so suggests that MacDonald 
based his work on the two Byzantine mosaics of the same subject similarly locat­
ed in apses: Sant'Apollinare Nuovo in Ravenna and St. Catherine's Church on 
Mount Sinai.6 

The most important events in Christ's life, the Nativity (fig.4) , the 
Crucifixion, the Resurrection and the Ascension (fig.5) are depicted on the penden­
tives, and set apart as they are in traditional Byzantine decoration. The dome, now 
gold with white stenciled stars, was originally painted red and decorated with 
Christian motifs. At its base are four painted medallions with heads of the Old 
Testament prophets - Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah and Daniel - which alternate 
with sculpted heads of the Four Evangelists. The use of medallion busts for bib­
lical figures was commonplace in Byzantine church decoration, as were portraits 
of the Evangelists in front of the apse and typological arrangements of Old and 
New Testament figures. For the entire programme MacDonald employed "the flat 
treatment and strong simple colouring of the Byzantine style."7 Decorative 
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details, such as the style and colours of the vine scroll and of the floral borders on 
the pendentives, are clearly derived from wallpaper and textile patterns associat­
ed with the Arts and Crafts Movement of which MacDonald must be counted a 
member.8 Many of these patterns were, of course, based on medieval designs. 

With the completion of the murals in December of 1923 St. Anne's became 
the only Protestant church in Canada with monumental narrative wall paintings.9 

Yet, both the avant-garde architectural design and the correspondingly unique 
interior decoration had been commissioned by a congregation of "mostly 
Orangemen" who were known to hold strikingly conservative views on the 
appearance of ecclesiastical structures.lO Moreover, the parish which St. Anne's 
served was working-class and the city of Toronto itself might well be described as 
provincial in 1907. A fearful Anglican bishop even suggested that the Byzantine 
design might cause passers-by to mistake it for a synagogue or mosque. 11 Art crit­
ic Augustus Bridle stated that St. Anne's had "the most unconventional Anglican 
interior."l2 One newspaper account referred to the structure as "Lawrence Skey's 
Bysantine [sic} Defiance."13 Given the context and these reactions, the selection of 
the Byzantine design requires an explanation. 

Details of the design competition held by the Church, or records of the 
negotiations between the architect and the Building Committee might account 
for the choice, but unfortunately they are not extant. Furthermore, publications 
on St. Anne's have always focused on the paintings, rather than on the complex as 
a whole, undoubtedly because three of the muralists - Frank Carmichael, J .E.H. 
MacDonald, and Frederick Varley - were members of the Group of Seven. Even 
so, until the late 1980's the murals were discussed only in brief newspaper and 
magazine articles, where critics like John Bentley Mays had no more to say than 
that the paintings were "fabulously beautiful."l4 Such statements, fail to ack­
owledge that the paintings were simply the final stage of the construction. 

In 1988 the first scholarly investigation of the architecture of St. Anne's was 
undertaken by Catherine Mastin, who concluded that the Byzantine style was the 
personal choice of the Reverend Skey.l5 As Mastin carefully demonstrates, Skey 
strongly supported union with other Protestant churches, including the Eastern 
Orthodox. Since the Byzantine style was developed between the fourth and sixth 
centuries, that is, before the Church had divided into sects, it would have occurred 
to Skey that Byzantine architecture could suitably symbolize union. Mastin sug­
gests that Skey would have been particularly sensitive to this potential for sym­
bolism, since, according to family history, he may have traveled to Constantinople 
not long before St. Anne's Byzantine design was selected. To support her position 
Mastin argues that Skey could not have selected the Byzantine style through a 
desire to imitate other recently constructed neo-Byzantine churches, for there 
were too few to have come to his attention. Similarly, Skey could not have been 
influenced by contemporary publications on Byzantine architecture because 
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strong interest in this field appeared only after 1907. Finally Mastin doubts that 
William Ford Howland could have suggested a Byzantine design, since she 
regards his professional experience as limited at the time of the St. Anne's com­
mISSIOn. 

However, Mastin's position may be contested on various grounds. First, 
church records indicate that Skey was never absent from St. Anne's for more than 
a month during the period in question, and so probably did not go to 
Constantinople.l6 In addition, Skey's support of union with the Eastern Orthodox 
Church was not unique. Throughout the nineteenth century similar pleas had 
been voiced by Christians everywhere, including Anglicans, often as a means of 
providing a united front against modernity'S skepticism about Christian teach­
ings.l7 Also, as a former prizewinning theological student at Wycliffe College in 
Toronto, Skey would have known that the Christian Church had broken up into 
many sects well before the establishment of a distinct Byzantine architecture. 
Thus, he would not have seen a Byzantine design as a clear symbol of unity.l8 
Finally, and most importantly, it is unreasonable to assume that by the time 
Howland submitted his design for St. Anne's, there was no professional (as well 
as lay) interest in Byzantium. In fact, the design of St. Anne's was part of a mod­
est, but nevertheless widespread, Revival of Byzantine church architecture that 
began in Europe in the 1820's. Unfortunately for scholars interested in this 
Revival, and St. Anne's place within it, no comprehensive history has been writ­
ten.l9 

Until the 1820's Byzantine architecture was regarded by Europeans as stat­
ic and unworthy of study. Then developments in historiography led scholars to 
provide a more objective understanding of the medieval period in general. 
Concomitantly, the cessation of the Greek War of Independence resulted in 
increased colonialism and trade offering more Europeans the opportunity to trav­
el to the Middle East. "Orientalism'" provided exotically compelling views of 
Byzantium for those who stayed at home. Furthermore, the Romantic search for 
a modern architectural style led to an examination of the transitional and flexible 
aspects of Byzantine architecture that were inherent in its synthesis of the Greek, 
the Eastern and the Christian.20 From the 1820's until the time ofSt-Anne's con­
struction, German and French scholars in particular opened institutes devoted to 
Byzantine studies and published many accounts of Byzantine architecture.21 The 
Germans were most interested in its Greek features which might endow the archi­
tecture of the Middle Ages with a classical base, while the French explored their 
historic link to Byzantium through the many domed medieval churches of the 
Perigord region.22 In the 1850's, by which time Byzantine architecture had been 
placed in a much more positive light, architects, especially in France, began to 
design churches with Byzantine features.23 These works, however, unlike those 
produced by the Gothic Revival, avoided scholarly imitations of historic struc-
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turts. Perhaps this was 1xo~ Immediate models we-re not available for compara­
tive purposes, bur more likely because Western architectS assumed that their 
publics required a tempering of Eastern exoticism. 

Given the English Canadian and Protestant affiliation of St. Anne's, howev­
er, It is within the Revival of Byzantine church architecture In England and in the 
United States that the commission ought to Ix- examined more closely. The 
English phase, which began In the 18-10'5, naturally took earlier continenral 
research into account but did nOt share irs interestS In structural rationalism. 
Rather, it focused on the visual features of Byzantine art and architecture and their 
suppos«! intense spirituality. For example. In 1847 the Sconish an hisronan and 

connoisseur Lord Lindsay published SktICbtJ Ht the H,m"., O/ChrUlltln A,.t In which 
he argued that Byzantine art and architecture provided a purer and more direct 
expression of Christianity.24 Most important In terms of populariZing Byzantine 
an and ardmt"Cture for [he English-speaking public were John Ruskin's Impas­
sioned descriptions in SIOntS o/Vmla, which appeared between 18'51 and 18'53. 
1lley were bused on wh:u he regarded as the beauty, harmony and Inherent morality 
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fig.4 EH. VaT]C:)', The Nativif}', 1923, Se. Anne's 
Anglican Church, Toronto. (Photo: Tom Moore) 

of the hand-crafted work of the Byzantines, As he stated, "Foolish modern critics 
have seen nothing in the Eleusinian divinity of Byzantine tradition."2) Over the 
next half-cenrury and well inro the twentieth Ruskin's views were supponed and 
published by William Morris and many others involved in che ArtS and Crafcs 
Movement. Such views were, of course, available in North America, where they 
were widely read and highly regarded.26 

Throughout the second h'llf of che nineteenth cenrury many scholarly arci­
cles on Byzantine church architecture were published in England. By the end of 
the cenrury lavishly illustmted books appeared, such as Lethaby's and Swainson's 
well-known The Church ojSollcta Sophia, Cowtantinople of 1894. Texts written for 
architects laid ou[ che practical features of Byzanrine church plans. For example, 
James Cubict declared that both the sounds and che view of church rirual were 
better in Byzantine architecture than in Gothic, while Joseph Gwilr wrOte, "No 
style is so well adapted for the wanes of the present day as [he Byzanrine."27 In 
1877 John Dldrid Seon designed the Anglican Church of St. Sophia, Moscow 
Road, London {now the Orthodox Cathedral of London} with a Greek cross plan, 
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a red brick exterior, and imerior banding of brick and Stone. Several churches of 
rhis type appeared over the next few years.28 Then in 189~ construction of 
London's neo-Byuntine, Catholic, Westminster Cathedral began. It was designed 
by Ims and CrMtS architect J.F. Bendey. Although It has a basilican plan, its 
domes, the striking use of banded stOnework on the exterior and other prominent 
Byzanrine features assert its stylistic origins. Its monumenral size and prominent 
central London location close to Westminster Abbey brought the Byzantine 
Revival (0 the attention of (he general population JUSt before the turn of the cen· 
wry.29 Moreover, it spawned other British examples, such as, the Anglican Christ 
Church, Brix(On Rood, Oval, erected bttween 1897 and 1903 and designed by 
Beresford Pire. \0 

As Westminster Cathedral was being construCted In London, the Byzantine 
Revival appeared in the Uniu~d States. For example. in the late 1890's American 
clerics hired the English artist and Arts and CraftS exponent Edward Bume·Jones 
to decorate the American Episcopalian Church In Rome with mosaics based on 
the Byzantine art of Ravenna. 11 From 1893 until 1913 Heins and La Farge con· 
strucu~d Sf. Manhew·s Cathohc Cathedral, Washington, D.e. in the Byzantine 
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style.32 St. Paul's non-denominational neo-Byzantine chapel by Howells and 
Stokes was built on the campus of Columbia University in New York between 
1905 and 1906.33 Naturally a related body of American literature appeared con­
currently. 

Canadians did not write books, produce journals or open institutes devoted 
to Byzantine studies in the nineteenth century or even in the early twentieth. 
Moreover, Canadian architects did not employ Byzantine models with any seri­
ousness before the construction of St. Anne's. It is possible to point to some 
Byzantine elements used, for example, by Napoleon Bourassa for Notre-Dame-de­
Lourdes in Montreal (1876-80), and by EW. Cumberland for Toronto's University 
College (1856-59, destroyed by fire), and to the Chandler family mausoleum of 
1900 in Toronto's Mount Pleasant cemetery. The buildings by Bourassa and 
Cumberland, although described as having Byzantine features, clearly represent 
revivals of Romanesque architecture. Until the middle of the nineteenth century, 
and later in some cases, historians often merged the two styles under the term 
Byzantine.34 The Chandler mausoleum was probably inspired by a Byzantine­
style tomb designed several years earlier by Louis Sullivan in the United States. 
However, without Sullivan's rich decorative detail, the building appears as a dull 
domed cube.35 It is not surprising that when J.E.H. MacDonald observed the low 
borrowing rate of Byzantine texts at the University of Toronto - where he went 
to obtain models for St. Anne's murals - he concluded that "people don't both­
er very much about the Byzantine Empire."36 He would have been correct if he 
had said "Canadian people." 

Nevertheless, English and American books and popular journals that pro­
vided information on Byzantium were widely available in Canada, and articles on 
the subject, which put Byzantine architecture in a positive light, were occasion­
ally published in Canadian popular magazines. For example, a 1906 article on 
Venice in the Canadian Magazine stated in Ruskinian tones: "Not here do we find 
the dim religious light, the solemn shadows of Gothic cathedrals, but in the 
Byzantine architecture, in the wondrous blending of colour, in the flow of gold 
and gems, St. Mark's stands alone."37 More importantly, for this study, Canadian 
architects usually studied in France, England or the United States, and on their 
return to Canada made extensive use of foreign architectural publications, since 
almost no Canadian counterparts existed. St. Anne's architect, William Ford 
Howland, was a member of the Toronto Architectural Sketch Club which was 
founded in 1889 "to broaden horizons" of local architects and was affiliated with 
the Architectural League of America.38 He was also a resident of New York City 
for two years before 1907. He must, therefore, have been familiar with the recent 
literature on and with the key monuments of the Byzantine Revival. It is also like­
ly that he saw St. Paul's Chapel at Columbia University and possibly St. 
Matthew's Cathedral in Washington while they were under construction. He 
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would certainly have known about them. It is reasonable, therefore, to conclude 
that William Ford Howland introduced the Byzantine plan to St. Anne's 
Building Committee based on his professional knowledge of the Byzantine 
Revival. 

Howland's recommendation of a Byzantine design would not completely 
account for its reception by St. Anne's Building Committee. Such a plan must still 
have seemed eccentric to provincial, working-class Orangemen. However, it is 
important to remember that during this period that any selection of an architec­
tural style represented a conscious selection of meaning. Nineteenth-century 
church architecture adopted first the Gothic and then the Romanesque, with their 
perceived intense levels of spirituality, as means of countering the dramatic weak­
ening of Christian authority in the modern age. The Byzantine was selected for 
the same reason, but was often described as having greater potential to assert the 
authority of the Church since it had a closer link to the earliest Christian period. 
In Canada at this time, and of course throughout Western culture, scientific stud­
ies had led both to the Industrial Revolution and to the questioning of Christian 
dogma. In turn the Industrial Revolution had brought about rising living stan­
dards and levels of comfort that decreased the need for spiritual solace, while other 
avenues of the metaphysical offered attractive alternatives to Christianity. In the 
face of modernity's undermining its authority the Church made counterattacks. 
Church union, which offered strength in numbers, was one of them. The use of 
Medieval architecture was another. It was undoubtedly within this context that a 
Byzantine design found favour with St. Anne's Orangemen. 

Christians who lamented the loss of Church authority reacted differently in 
different nations. For example, in England the upper and middle classes expressed 
marked concern for the diminution of the faith of the working classes, who had 
supposedly left the inherently strong morality of rural lifestyles to move to the 
immoral conditions of the cities.39 In the United States alarm was frequently 
declared over each individual's loss of "intense experience."40 Naturally Canadians 
were aware of English and American viewpoints, but in Canada committed 
Christians frequently came forth with bleak forecasts of a society in which the 
public good would be destroyed as a result of the withdrawal of institutionalized 
moral standards. The Church regularly defamed positivism from the pulpit on 
Sunday mornings, as did the popular press and weekly denominational newspa­
pers designed for family reading, such as the Anglican Canadian Churchman. In 
the Canadian Magazine, a journal of general cultural interests, social critic Arnold 
Haultain lamented: "Materialism does not explain everything. The nineteenth 
century seems to have brought us to the edge of a precipice, and to have left us 
there gazing wistfully into outer space."41 Goldwin Smith, a British historian and 
social and political commentator working in Toronto from the 1870's until 1910, 
was obsessed with the deinstitutionalization of moral authority and published 
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prolifically on the subject. On Darwin's Descent of Man, Smith wrote: "It is diffi­
cult to see what can restrain the selfishness of the ordinary man, and induce him, 
in the absence of acrual coercion, to sacrifice his personal desire to the public 
good."42 Similar views were provided by university professors. For example, Sir 
William Dawson, Principal of Mc Gill University and a scientist with an interna­
tional reputation, reviewed and vehemently rejected Darwin's separation of sci­
ence and religion as it appeared in On the Origin ofSpecies.43 John Watson, a Queen's 
University philosophy professor, wrote, "The tide of skepticism threatens to tear 
all that we most highly value from [our) grasp."44 

. In this climate it is not surprising that St. Anne's Building Committee was 
susceptible to a church design characterized as being the one most capable of com­
bating the secularization of modern life. Indeed, in 1912, just five years after the 
completion of the building a St. Anne's publications stated: "In the construction 
... we chose the Byzantine, the most primitive form of church architecture."45 
Still, one is left to wonder what encouraged the conservative Building Committee 
to consider the spirituality of the Gothic Revival as so inadequate that they were 
willing to adopt a design that would be unique in Canada. In so doing Committee 
members relinquished the strong association between the Anglican Church and 
the Gothic style that had been forged by the Cambridge Camden Society in 
England from the 1830's, and which had existed in Canada since the 1840's.46 
Moreover, they rejected the original building style of St. Anne's, and in which an 
addition was added as late as 1889. The Gothic style was the expected choice at 
that time; this is cle~rly indicated by the remarks made by Reverend Skey as he 
reflected on the decision years later: "We [were] severely criticized for following 
the Byzantine or Greek instead of the popular Gothic style of architecture. "47 It 
is reasonable, therefore, to consider the presence of other support for the choice. 

Additional motivation for the rejection of the Gothic Revival style may well 
have been provided by the keen sense of competition that existed between 
Anglican and evangelical churches in Toronto at the turn of the century. In 1850 
most of Toronto's church-going population was Anglican but fifty years later it 
was surpassed by the evangelical population.48 Naturally new church buildings 
had to be built and architectural styles had to be chosen. In Great Britain and the 
United States evangelical churches were built in either a neo-classical or vernacu­
lar style throughout the nineteenth century.49 Presumably these choices were 
made in part to avoid the strong association between the Gothic and the Anglican 
Church. However, in Toronto from mid-century the exteriors of evangelical 
churches were commonly built in the Gothic style which was also often employed 
for interior decorative details. Such churches rejected the typical Gothic interior 
floor plan, that is, a basilica with a centre aisle leading to the chancel or sanctu­
ary. Rather, they employed a variety of preaching halls or auditory churches, that 
would facilitate the delivery of sermons to large crowds, bring the parishioners 
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closer to the preacher, and demystifY the sacrament.50 For example, at Toronto's 
Wesleyan Methodist Church (now Metropolitan United), built between 1870 and 
1872, architect Henry Langley designed a box-like interior. For Jarvis Street 
Baptist Church, built two years later, Langley treated the ground floor as an 
amphitheatre and added a horseshoe-shaped gallery.51 

This issue of ecclesiastical style in turn-of-the:-century Toronto is further 
complicated by the fact that Anglicans had been pursuing the Evangelist's goals 
of visibility and audibility within the basilican plan . since the last third of the 
nineteenth century.52 Obviously the centralized plan of a Byzantine design solved 
this problem. As St. Anne's Church officials declared, the Byzantine was appeal­
ing because it would provide a church "in which all could see and hear."53 The 
selection of Byzantine over Gothic also permitted St. Anne's parish to accomplish 
what the evangelicals had done in this regard without imitating them. Thus in a 
sense St. Anne's new structure devalued the evangelicals' use of the Gothic. 
Finally, an additional attraction of the Byzantine style must have been its low con­
struction costs compared to the Gothic.54 

The commission for the mural paintings at St. Anne's raises another ques­
tion related to those concerning the commissioning of the architectural design. 
Why was J.E.H. MacDonald chosen as chief decorator of a church controlled by, 
in MacDonald's own words, "mostly Orangemen" who had "a restricted idea of 
colour or display?"55 By 1923 MacDonald was well-known and at times con­
demned by local critics for his wildly colourful, expressionistic renderings of 
Ontario's northern wilderness. Obviously MacDonald's faculty position at the 
Ontario College of Art provided him with important professional status, as did 
his thriving private commercial design practice. He had also gained some experi­
ence in mural decoration when he and other members of the Group of Seven dec­
orated the summer home of Dr. J.M. MacCallum in Georgian Bay in 1916.56 At 
the time of the St. Anne's commission MacDonald was promoting mural decora­
tion; he took part in the Royal Canadian Academy's mural competi.tion of 1923, 
praised George Agnew Reid's Toronto City Hall murals, and lamented the lack of 
mural art in Canada.57 Clearly, then, MacDonald was given the commission 
because he was, in the words of Lawrence Skey, "one of the foremost members of 
the profession. "58 

However, the decision to hire MacDonald may also have had something to 

do with his familiarity with neo-Byzantine architecture. Skey stated that 
MacDonald was the artist "whose artistic ability would be most likely to produce 
a color scheme which would be reverent, harmonious and in keeping with the tra­
ditions of the [Byzantine} architecture of the church."59 Moreover, Skey recount­
ed that he and MacDonald had met at Toronto's Arts and Letters Club on a num­
ber of occasions, even before the War, to discuss "the mysteries of Byzantine archi­
tecrure."60 MacDonald had lived in London, England between 1903 and 1907, 
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where he had worked as a designer for Carlton Cards. During this time he almost 
certainly visited the recently opened neo-Byzantine Cathedral of Westminster, 
centrally located between Westminster Abbey and Victoria Station, and may have 
visited John Oldrid Scott's St. Sophia.61 He probably also saw Haywood Sumner's 
Byzantine interior decoration of 1898 in All Saints Anglican Church in 
Ennismore Gardens, Knightsbridge, as well as its Byzantine renovations carried 
out by C. Harrison Townsend in 1892.62 Sumner covered the church's triumphal 
arch with framed images within a vine scroll, the overall effect of which is remark­
ably like that of MacDonald's decoration of St. Anne's apse. 63 MacDonald must, 
therefore, have been as good a source of information on the neo-Byzantine as the 
Reverend Skey was likely to find in Toronro. Skey himself had visited England 
only in 1892, before the construction of Westminster, and his knowledge of the 
style would have been restricted to what he had read.64 

Furthermore, it would appear that MacDonald was chosen to decorate St. 
Anne's in part because of the artist's strong spiritual nature, albeit a spiritual 
nature without any attachment to a specific church. As Alison Garwood-Jones has 
argued, MacDonald was eager to accept the commission because he regarded it as 
an opportunity to provide art for the public good. 65 Indeed, MacDonald claimed 
that his work would provide "religious vitality" and connect "our busy mechani­
cal period with the far-off poetic days when the church was the soul of the town 
and its beautifYing the ideal of the rich, and the devotion of the artist."66 
MacDonald made similarly spiritual expressions in his many published poems.67 

Presumably, then, MacDonald was given the commission because he understood 
and was in sympathy with the choice of the Byzantine architectural style and he 
aimed to enhance the desired effect through interior decoration. 

MacDonald's views on the potential for mural decoration to provide art for 
Toronto's public good were also unwittingly expressed by his seemingly curious 
comparison of the religious murals at St. Anne's with murals depicting the histo­
ry of local trade and commerce by Ford Madox Brown in Manchester's Town Hall 
and murals by various artists in London's Royal Exchange which were being 
installed during MacDonald's years in London.68 These paintings were products 
of the Mural Movement, which began in Northern Europe and Great Britain in 
the 1830's, spread to the United States in the 1870's and to Canada in the 1880's. 
Its goal was to promote material progress through the raising of nationalistic sen­
timent. To this end historical images were employed in civic and commercial 
buildings. MacDonald had attempted to raise nationalist sentiment through land­
scape painting and through his recent historical mural, A Friendly Meeting in Early 
Canada which was entered in the Royal Academy's competition. Thus when he 
compared the murals at St. Anne's and the English historical murals, it would 
appear that MacDonald also regarded his work at St. Anne's as in some way 
nationalist.69 In fact, he originally planned for the decoration to include 
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"Canadian motifs, the trillium and other flowers and leaves, and not necessarily 
the peacock ... of the Byzantines, but a little zoo of our own, hawks, blue jays, 
robins, wild ducks, orioles, deer, moose, beaver, and squirrels."70 In the end such 
images did not appear; however, the Ascension of Christ (fig.5) does take place in 
front of the Rocky Mountains, while the interior of the dome was painted red to 
appear as a sunset)1 

An attempt to raise nationalist sentiment through the Old and New 
Testament mural decorations in a Protestant church may at first appear question­
able. However, it is important to remember that, apart from historical paintings 
in.civic and commercial buildings, the Mural Movement had two other important 
concerns; murals with classicizing subject matter were installed in private sites as 
a means of documenting the transference of classical culture, from the middle 
classes, thus acknowledging their material progress. As well elaborate figurative 
murals were applied to Protestant churches in a manner previously considered 
suitable only for Catholic churches. These paintings also sanctioned material 
progress because they were intended as an antidote to the negative features of 
modern life, without denigrating its material comforts. Ironically they were sup­
ported by patrons, like St. Anne's Samuel Stewart, whose fortunes had been 
secured by the Industrial Revolution. MacDonald certainly never articulated his 
discussion in just this way. Nevertheless, he clearly referred to society's complex 
reaction to modernity when he favourably compared his church munils to histor­
ical decoration in civic structures. He made further reference to this when he 
wrote: "It is perhaps typical of our time, that the [chocolate} factory [that faces St. 
Anne's} should overshadow the church."72 In so doing he firmly located his work 
within the modern Mural Movement rather than within age-old traditions of 
Christian church decoration. 

MARYlIN MCKAY 
Art History Department 
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design 
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Resume 

L'EGLISE ANGLICANE ST. ANNE A TORONTO 
Byzance et la modernite 

C' est en 1908 que fut construite, pour la paroisse anglicane St. Anne de 
Toronto, la premiere eglise neo-byzantine au Canada, dessinee par William 

Ford Howland. En 1923, un paroissien, Samuel Stewart, fournit les fonds pour la 
decoration interieure, composee de somptueuses murales byzantines executees par 
une equipe d'artistes sous la direction de J.E.H. MacDonald. A cette epoque, 
Toronto etait encore une ville typiquement provinciale. Les paroissiens de St. 
Anne appartenaient a un milieu ouvrier et conservateur, et le style byzantin de 
l'eglise en scandalisa plusieurs. Par consequent, le choix de ce style et de cette 
riche decoration demande explication. 

]usqu'a recemment, toutes les discussions concernant cette eglise portaient 
sur ses peintures interieures, parce que MacDonald, de meme que deux autres 
membres de l'equipe de decorateurs, Franklin Carmichael et EH. Varley, faisaient 
partie du celebre Groupe des Sept. Cependant, on se contentait de faire l'eloge de 
l'reuvre. En 1988, Catherine Mastin, en etudiant le premier plan de l'eglise, con­
clut que le premier pasteur de St. Anne, le reverend Lawrence Skey, fut pour une 
grande part responsable du choix du style. Les recherches de Mme Mastin ont 
revele que le reverend Skey etait fortement en faveur de l'union avec d'autres 
Eglises protestantes et, si possible, avec les Eglises orthodoxes orientales. I1 aurait 
donc vu dans le style byzantin, qui remonte aux origines de l'Eglise, avant les 
schismes qui devaient la diviser, un symbole approprie de l'union des Eglises. 
Mme Mastin a aussi appris que le reverend Skey aurait fait un voyage a 
Constantinople, ce qui aurait suscite son interet pour l'architecture byzantine. 

I1 est clair cependant, d'apres les archives paroissiales, que le reverend Skey 
n'etait pas encore alle a Constantinople au momentou le choix du style byzantin 
pour l'eglise avait ete fait. De plus, comme eleve laureat en theologie, il n'etait pas 
sans savoir que les premieres divisions au sein de l'Eglise ont precede le developpe­
ment du style byzantin. Mais surtout, une renaissance du style byzantin avait 
debute au XIXe siecle, alors qu'a peu pres a la meme epoque, on commenc;ait a 
orner les eglises protestantes de decors recherches. Ces deux developpements, tout 
comme la renaissance des styles gothique et roman au XIXe siecle, sont dus au 
desir de creer des environnements hautement spirituels pour faire contrepoids aux 
aspects negatifs de la vie moderne: l'industrialisation, l'urbanisation et la secula­
risation. Aussi, lorsque l'architecte William Ford Howland - qui connaissait sans 
doute les eglises neo-byzantines recemment construites aux Etats-Unis - expliqua 
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que le style byzantin etait le plus ancien de la chretiente et, par consequent, plus 
charge de spiritualite que le gothique ou le roman, fut-il bien accueilli par le 
comite de construction de St. Anne. 

Toutefois, le renouveau byzantin etait beaucoup moins important que le 
renouveau gothique ou roman, et ilest peu probable qu'aucun des paroissiens tra­
ditionalistes de St. Anne ait jamais vu un tel edifice. De plus, l'eglise byzantine 
dessinee par Howland devait remplacer un temple de style gothique. Que le 
comite de construction ait donne son accord a un style byzantin, plutot que go­
thique, s'explique par le fait que, depuis le milieu du siecle precedent, les eglises 
evangeliques de Toronto, contrairement aux eglises evangeligues en Angleterre et 
aux Btats-Dnis, avaient adopte le style gothique, bi~n que ce style ait ete large­
ment associe a l'Bglise anglicane. Cependant, a l'interieut, elles etaient amenagees 
en salles ou en auditoriums pOut la predication, plutot qu'en basiliques gothiques 
typiques avec allee centrale. De cette maniere, elles demystifiaient le sacrement et 
rapprochaient les fideles du clerge. 11 est a noter qu'a la meme epoque, l'Bglise 
anglicane souhaitait, depuis des decennies, faire la meme chose pour ses 
paroissiens. Le plan byzantin en croix grecque permettait a St. Anne d'arriver au 
meme resultat sans imiter les evangeliques. 

C'est dans ce contexte qu'on fit appel a ].E.H. MacDonald pour super­
viser la decorfltion. En depit du fait que, en 1923, MacDonald s'etait acquis une 
solide reputation de paysagiste hardi, il peut sembler etrange qu'on l'ait choisi 
pour decorer une eglise. Cependant, il etait considere comme un artiste important 
et s'etait presente au concours de murales de la Royal Canadian Academy. 11 avait 
vecu a Londres de 1903 a 1907 et avait certainement visite la cathedrale de 
Westminster, et peut-etre aussi d'autres eglises anglaises construites dans le style 
neo-byzantin. De fait, le reverend Skey a mentionne qu'il avait rencontre 
MacDonald des annees avant la decoration de St. Anne, pour discuter «des mys­
teres de l' architecture byzantine». Enfin, l'interet bien connu de MacDonald pour 
le besoin d'un element spirituel dans la vie moderne l'aurait recommande au 
reverend Skey comme decorateur de l'eglise. Comme le declarait MacDonald: le 
decor servirait de lien entre <<ootre epoque mouvementee et mecanisee et la poesie 
d'une epoque lointaine Oll l'eglise etait l'iime de la ville et sa decoration, l'ideal des 
riches et la priere des artistes». 

Le decor cree par MacDonald s'inscrivait dans un mouvement muraliste, 
plutot que dans la tradition chretienne (et catholique) de la decoration d'eglise. Ce 
mouvement, ne dans les annees 1830 en Europe du Nord et en Grande-Bretagne, 
a donne des murales reproduisant des themes classiques pour des lieux prives asso­
cies a la vie moderne, et d' autres sur des themes chretiens pour des eglises protes­
tantes. Dans le premier cas, i1 s'agissait du passage de la culture classique, jadis 
associee a l'aristocratie, dans la c1asse moyenne, confirmant ainsi le progres 
materiel dont le mouvement, dans son ensemble, se faisait le promoteur. De la 
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meme maniere, les murales des eglises protestantes devaient servir d'antidote aux 
aspects negatifs de la vie moderne, sans mepriser pour autant d'importantes 
sources de revenus. Paradoxalement, elles etaient commandees par des bienfai­
teurs, tels que Samuel Stewart, paroissien de St. Anne, dont la fortune provenait 
de la Revolution industrielle. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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