
fig. I lawren Harril. Decoracive Landscape. 1917. oil on canvas, 123 x 132 cm, 
National GaileJy of Canada. (PhNO: Nadonal Gallery of Canada) 
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"SYNCHROMISM" IN CANADA 
Lawren Harris, Decorative Landscape, 
and Willard Huntington Wright, 1916-1917 

On 10 March 1917 the (Toronto) Mail and Empire published a review of the 
annual exhibition of the Ontario Society of Artists. The unidentified critic 

observed that, because Lawren Harris was serving in the Army, he had opted to 
exhibit only one picture: his aptly-titled Decorative Landscape (fig. 1). This paint­
ing, the critic noted, "is an experiment in color. He has painted a bright yellow 
sky, a sky so yellow that it seems to give off light, and against it are outlined stiff, 
brittle fir trees with rocks in the foreground. It suggests a little of the technique 
of a stained glass window and is not Mr. Harris at his best."l 

This is one of the four known published references to Decorative Landscape prior 
to the early 1990s when, after more than eight decades our of the public view, it was 
purchased by the National Gallery ofCanada.2 Also reviewing the 1917 OSA exhi­
bition, Estelle Kerr referred to Harris' entry only in passing, Eric Brown character­
ized it briefly as "curious and arresting" and as "decorative in the extreme," while 
Hector Charlesworth considered the trees well-drawn but judged that "one cannot 
speak highly" of the picture overal1.3 Thus, cursory though it was, the Mail and 
Empire review provided the most detailed description of the painting. However, it 
failed almost completely to prepare readers for its striking appearance. 

Decorative Landscape has a bold and imposing composition in which sever­
al severely delineated spruce trees, sharply silhouetted from behind by an 
intense light, rise powerfully and spikily skyward behind thickly-painted fore­
ground rocks. The composition is highly dramatic and hieratic, and this - as 
well as the pronounced implication of spirituality expressed through the 
upward thrust of trees and the intense light - may indicate Harris' recollec­
tion of at least some of the thirty Caspar David Friedrich paintings exhibited in 
Ausstellung Deutscher Kunst aus der Zeit von 1775-1875, which he had seen while 
living as an art student in Berlin in 1906.4 However, what distinguishes the 
painting from the rest of Harris' oeuvre, and what clearly impressed the Mail and 
Empire critic most forcefully, is its sharply unnatural colour. The spruce trees are 
a rich blue with green highlights, while the foreground rocks in particular are 
built up of clearly visible strokes of blue and purple. Most startling is the sky, 
which ranges from a deep egg-yolk yellow in the lower half of the canvas to a 
lighter but still intense yellow with light turquoise highlights. The intensity 
and omnipresence of the colours (the yellow, for example, permeates not just the 
horizon but the entire sky) transcend the objective visual facts and imbue the 
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fig.2 uwtm Hum, Sno ... 11, 191), od 00 canvas, 120 l 127 cm, National 
Galkry of Canada. (Pbom; National GaIkry cL Canada) 

Image WIth a depth and Intensity of emotional subjectivIty unseen in Harris' 
work prior to this dare. 

Hams was no srranger to rhe decorative manIpulation of colour during the 
years 1914.18. )eremy Adamson has noted that his juxtaposirioning of thickly. 
painted strokes of complementary colours in LalMnfltUl Lanmrapt of 1913·14 (pd· 
vate collection) can be traced to his knowledge of the "Segantim stitch" in paint­
Ings by the Swiss ImprfiSlonist Giovanni Segantim.) Mo~ genemlly, these paint· 
lOgs have been related to works seen by Harris at the Exh,h,tion of Contemporary 
Srandmat't(Zn Art (Albflght An Gallery, 1913), and rspecially to what ).E.H. 
MacDonald termed Gustav Fjaestad's ~6nely harmonized pinks and purples and 
blues and cream yellows, "6 Harris' decorative winter landscapes of 1914.18 fre­
quendy feature such thlOgs as mauve snow, green skies and pink {fees. In Snow II 
(68.2), for example, his use of broad brushsuokes of turquoise and yellow in (he 
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sky, and mauve shadows around the foreground trees, complements the patterning 
of the trees to create an overall decorative effect. This is in keeping both with the 
paintings seen in the 1913 Buffalo exhibition and with contemporary Swedish 
tapestries reproduced in The Studio.7 Purple, yellow and white paint also consti­
tute the sky and the foreground snow in, among other paintings, Spruce and Snow, 
Northern Ontario (1916; AGO) and Snow VI (now Winter Landscape With Pink House, 
1917; Toronto-Dominion Bank). Although its colours are significantly less dom­
inant than those Harris used in Decorative Landscape, Snow VI was considered suf­
ficiently disturbing when it was exhibited at the 1919 Ontario Society of Artists' 
exhibition to be criticized for its "exaggerated" yellow snow, green sky, and dec­
orative mauve trees.8 

As in Snow II, the colours that dominate Decorative Landscape enhance the 
surface-oriented, decorative effect which characterizes Harris' landscapes at this 
time. This effect is further supported by the generally thick paint application in 
the rocks, the high key of most of the colours, the strong imposition of pattern 
through the spiky branches and ttunks of the trees, the nearly square shape of the 
canvas, and the very title of the painting. Even the distant hills help to collapse 
the pictorial space, as they are painted in the same tones as the foreground rocks. 
The small open area in front of them accomplishes the equivalent end through 
being the same yellow as the sky, from which it is separated by the hills. However, 
the combination of intensity and artificiality in the colour scheme of Decorative 
Landscape makes this painting unique in Harris' oeuvre, and calls for further expla­
nation. 

It is in this regard that Harris' hitherto unexplored interest in Synchromism 
(from the Greek for "with colours") lends itself to examination. Although the art 
of the various members of the Group of Seven has often been discussed in relation 
to its supposedly isolationist Canadian chauvinism and its European roots, it has 
only rarely been situated within a North American aesthetic context.9 Yet Harris, 
in particular, was unusually well-read, and had a number of friends and profes­
sional contacts in the United States long before he moved to New Mexico in 
1934. (Among other things he visited New York - including Alfred Stieglitz's 
Gallery 291.10) Examination of Harris' degree of attraction to Synchromism as 
manifested in Decorative Landscape offers an opportunity to consider a neglected 
aspect of Canadian-American artistic interaction. 

The earliest indication that Harris was aware of Synchromism occurs in a 
letter written by].E.H. MacDonald to Arthur Lismer in December 1916. Lismer 
had moved from Toronto to Halifax in the late summer to accept a teaching posi­
tion at the Victoria School of Art and Design, and MacDonald wrote to acquaint 
him with an ongoing debate at the Arts and Letters Club. According to 
MacDonald: 
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fil.J Thomas tun Benron. SketCh ofWillard liuntington Wrigtu. (.191~. 

now ioR. 0011. SS. Van Dint Scrapbook 42, MmlUUipu DivlSlOIl, 
Depanmefll of Rare- Books and $p«ia1 Collm:lI)ru, Pnnmoo UOlvm,t)' 
Library. (Photo. Pnl'KttOll UJl'~ry library) 
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There was one very interesting evening discussion in connection with the 

French paintings purchased by the CN.E. last fall, and put on exhibition at 

the Club. Your old friend Langton [W.A. Langton, architect, Arts and Crafts 

enthusiast and first President of the Club} was the presiding[?} spirit, & 

though there were only a score or so present, & the time too short for con­

clusions, the talk was lively, good-natured and stimulating. It began a con­

troversy which still flares up, at the lunch tables, with Lawren strong & 

extreme on the Wright wing, & [George Agnew} Reid & Langton in oppo­

sition. Of course, we haven't got anywhere, but we are enjoying the jour­
ney.ll 

As will become evident below, "Wright" in this quote refers to the 
American art writer and critic Willard Huntington Wright (1888-1939), 
Synchromism's most active promoter (fig. 3). His position as an enthusiastic advo­
cate of the movement was expedited by the fact that his brother was Stanton 
Macdonald-Wright (1890-1973) who, with Morgan Russell (1886-1953), founded 
Synchromism in 1912-13. Willard Wright was the art critic of Forum magazine, 
a contributing critic with International Studio and the author of a book, Modern 
Painting: Its Tendency and Meaning, published in 1915.12 Thus, by December 1916 
he had published extensively on American and French painting. All of these texts 
deal with aspects of modern and contemporary art, several concerning themselves 
entirely or in large part with the pre-history and theoretical underpinnings of 
Synchromism. It was through Wright's publications that Harris most likely 
gained familiarity with the movement. In any case, the fact that in his 1916 
letter J.E.H. MacDonald clearly expected Lismer to know who Wright was, indi­
cates that the American writer's work had been discussed by the members of 
Harris' circle or, at the very least, had been raised in correspondence. 

Eleven months after his letter to Lismer, MacDonald mentioned the subject 
again, though more obliquely, in an article in The Rebel on Tom Thomson. 
Thomson had drowned four months earlier, and MacDonald's article constituted 
an appreciation of his colleague and a description of the commemorative cairn 
erected at Canoe Lake. It opened with an attempt to locate Thomson's art within 
a broad historical context: 

A remote and simple Ruskin of ancient China, surveying nature and the 

Modern Painters of his own Celestial day, wrote as follows: "With the breath 

of the Four Seasons in one's breast, one will be able to create on paper. The 

Five Colours, well applied, enlighten the World". 

Some of our most potent, learned and rebellious Mentors could, doubtless, 

identifY and describe the old Chinese author. They would discover his sub­

tleties of meaning .... They might digress into Post-Impressionism, Cubism, 

Vorticism, Synchromism, lining up as rebels or retrogrades according to their 

ages and the source of their degrees. 13 
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Jil.4 Motpn RlIIK'il. Cosmic Synchromy, (.191}, oil on c.nYllS, 41 l 33 cm, 
Munson-Willwns·Proctor i1lSl1CUte, Museum ~ An, Uuca, New York. 
(P\loro: Munson-Willwns-Pnxror il1$llCUte) 

This does not specificaJly IlOk Harris with Synchromism, but MacDonald must have 
intended the rek~nce ro apply at least 10 pan ro his fnend who, a year earlier, he 
had identified as M strong & extrt~" in support ofWillard Wright's ideu. 

MacDonald's article was published almost four years after RusseU Morgan 
and Stanton Macdonald-Wright first exhibited examples ofSynchromism at Der 
Neue Kunstsalon in Munich (June 1913). Lacer thar year chey held a second show, 
at Bemheim-Jeune & Cie., Paris. In March 1914 they opened a third joint exhi­
bition, their first in the Unhed Stares, at che Carroll Galleries in New York. The 
exhibited paintings employed non-local colour ("color-forms") ro define mass, vol­
ume and "pure rhythmic composition," The artists declared their intention was 
"to fathom che mysteriOus rdatioru between color and form, berween the coloes 
and the characters of form: itS organic rhythm. spatiality, density, transparency, 
luminosity. etc.," and In so doing "co express the emotion of their discoveries 
through [he language of color ~14 An exceUent example of marurt Synchromism 
as thus described was Russell's COJmic Synchromy (IIg.4) which was, appropriately, 
one of the few reproductions featured in Willard Wright's 191:5 book on the 
development of modem art. Here a panoply of "color rhythms~ eliminate refer-
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ences to optical reality in "a spiralic plunge into space, [that is} excited and quick­
ened by appropriate color contrasts."15 

In his various publications Wright explained at length the derivation, ambi­
tions and importance of paintings like Cosmic Synchromy. Impressionism, accor­
ding to him, employed colour-as-light as "the one element that welded the forms 
of landscape into one indivisible whole." Wright regarded Gauguin's subsequent 
use of colour as mere decoration, whereas Cezanne - his greatest hero among 
recent artists - went beyond the Impressionists' recreation of transient condi­
tions of light and atmosphere. Cezanne instead handled colour so as to organize 
volumes and create form, both on the surface of his paintings and in depth. The 
result was for Wright "an aesthetic ensemble which would give pleasure intrinsi­
cally, and which did not depend for charm on its resemblance to natural 
objects."16 He believed that Cubism's contribution to this progress-driven view 
of art history lay in its insistence upon painting reality as it was subconsciously 
conceived rather than in its external aspects. Orphism, though similar to 
Synchromism insofar as it emphasized colour, was, according to Wright's dismissive 
characterization, merely tinted Cubism. 

For Wright it was Synchromism that marked the radical culmination of 
nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century colour experiments - experiments 
which, over a century-long span, had seen colour exploited, successively, for its 
verity, its ornamental qualities, its drama, and its beauty as light.17 Synchromism 
both unified and purified what he believed to have been, before its own advent, 
the highest development in the use of colour (Cezanne) with both the greatest 
intensity of composition (Rubens; Wright held that composition had been lost in 
recent art - a victim of "the feverish search for new methods"18), and the most 
profound freedom from objective form (Cubism). In his writings, therefore, 
Synchromism is championed as the apogee of art, driving to new heights the 
greatest achievements of past art by freeing painted colour from fidelity to "true" 
local colour in order to give it an intrinsically organic and inherently subjective 
function: 

Synchromism raised color to the emotional significance of a generating func­
tion, and eschewed the infantile delight of using color merely as a dramatic 
or decorative medium. Furthermore, the Synchromists brought to modern 
art an original conception for the creation of composition. They were the first 
to abrogate illustration. They completely divorced from their art the preoc­
cupation of imitating nature to be found in the varying degrees of 
Impressionism, Cezanne, Matisse, Picasso and the Futurists. Instead, they 
treated painting as an organized series of plastic emotions expressed entirely 
by color and line . 
... Synchromism has sensed the meaning of color in its tactile relation to form 
and light; and by rationalizing the palette into gamuts, it has given to color 
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a far more significant function than that of its former role, which was the dra­
matic reinforcement of drawing. The emotion of plastic volume one feels in 
Synchromist pictures is obtained, not by the old methods of disappearing 
lines (perspective) and the gradation of light and shade, but by the perfect 
coalition of color with form.19 
Lawren Harris' initial exposure to Wright's work may have been through 

the latter's 1915 book, Modern Art: Its Tendency and Meaning. This was available at 
an early date from the prominent Toronto bookseller Wm. Tyrrell & Co., though 
it is unknown whether Harris owned a copy.20 Harris may also have read one or 
more of the several journal articles Wright published between December 1914 
and March 1916, the last of which appeared nine months before MacDonald's let­
ter to Lismer. Of particular interest among these is Wright's contribution to the 
October 1915 issue of International Studio. This periodical was published in New 
York City, and was available in Canada by the second decade of the century.21 
Each issue consisted of the articles from the corresponding issue of The Studio 
(London), together with appended pages numbered with Roman numerals. The 
October 1915 issue should have bee~ of particular interest to Harris, as it reprinted 
from The Studio a survey by Harold Mortimer-Lamb of recently-exhibited 
Canadian painting and included a full-page reproduction of Harris' Corner Store 
(1912; AGO).22 In that same issue was Willard Wright's article entitled 
"Synchromism," in which the author surveyed the precursors of the movement, 
from Delacroix to Cezanne, and expounded on its merits.23 

Although it cannot be confirmed that Harris was aware of Wright's book or 
any of his articles, he is known to have owned a copy of the exhibition catalogue 
that accompanied The Forum Exhibition of Modern American Painters. This exhibi­
tion was conceived by Wright and was held at the Anderson Galleries (East 40th 
Street, New York) on 13-25 March 1916. Wright was not only - with the assis­
tance of Alfred Stieglitz and John Weichsel - the principal organizer of the 
show,24 but also the editor of the catalogue and the author of two of its texts, 
including the main essay, "What is Modern Painting?," which had first been pub­
lished five months earlier in The Forum under the title "The Truth About 
Painting." It is even possible that Harris saw the show, which was on display three 
months before he entered the Canadian Army in June 1916. He is known to have 
kept up-to-date with contemporary exhibitions and to have travelled to New York 
to visit galleries during much or all of a precious one-week leave beginning 30 
December 1916,25 though there is no record of him having been in the city the 
previous March. In any case, his annotated copy of the catalogue (now in the 
National Gallery of Canada Archives) bears a stamp indicating that it was 
acquired from Wm. Tyrrell & Co. Speculation that he obtained it while he was 
working on Decorative Landscape (which was completed in time to be shown at the 
OSA exhibition in March 1917)26 is supported by the fact - indicated in 
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MacDonald's letter to Lismer - that by December 1916 he knew enough about 
the tenets of Synchromism to engage in forceful debate about them. 

The Forum Exhibition, now recognized as a landmark event in the history of 
American art,27 was first conceived as a showcase for the recently-developed 
Synchromist movement. It was subsequently expanded to include the work of 
other contemporary artists such as Arthur Dove, Marsden Hardey, John Marin 
and Man Ray.28 When it finally opened it featured 193 works by seventeen con­
tributors, including Russell's Cosmic Synchromy, and was accompanied by a sub­
stantial catalogue. Although the artists' aesthetic approaches ranged from 
Synchromism to derivations of Impressionism, Fauvism and Analytic Cubism, 
their brief "Explanatory Notes" united their various approaches with 
Synchromism through shared emphasis on formal qualities - most frequently 
colour, and the reduction or simplification of form at the expense of naturalism.29 

The organizers of, and participants in The Forum Exhibition hoped that by dis­
playing recent work by some of America's most avant-garde artists they would 
counter the European-dominated International Exhibition of Modern Art (the Armory 
Show), held three years earlier.3o Although sales ultimately proved disappointing, 
the show attracted much attention, vindicating Macdonald-Wright's prediction 
that "after the Armory Show it will be the most talked of exhibition ever given" in 
New York.31 Publicity was enhanced by the reputation of the Anderson Galleries 
as, in Macdonald-Wright's words, "the biggest selling gallery in the world, and by 
the way, the most sumptuous and whose patrons are the Rockefellers, the Yerkes, 
Harrimans, the Morgans and the rest of the rich ones."32 Indeed, the Anderson 
Galleries were a central fixture of art in New York and a venue for some of the most 
interesting exhibitions seen in that city. Among other events, in 1913 they had 
hosted the Exhibition of Contemporary Scandinavian Art prior to its showing in 
Buffalo. In 1927 they became the second institution, after the Brooklyn Museum, 
to display the Societe Anonyme's touring International Exhibition of Modern Art­
the same exhibition that Lawren Harris was instrumental in bringing to the Art 
Gallery of Toronto later that year. Anderson Galleries activities were thus suffi­
ciently important to attract the attention of those with more than a passing inter­
est in modern and contemporary art, and Harris' acquisition of The Forum 
Exhibition catalogue is therefore not especially surprising. 

Willard Wright's twelve-page catalogue essay tided "What is Modern 
Painting?," like his earlier book and his periodical articles, offers in part an ardent 
defence of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century painting, culminating in 
Synchromism. Harris used his pencil to highlight Wright's insistence that the 
most important means employed by modern painters is colour: "Color is capable of 
producing all the effects possible to black and white, and in addition of exciting an 
emotion more acute. The old static system of copying trees in green, shadows in 
black and skies in blue did not, as was commonly believed, produce realism."33 
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This claim was of course not new, especially by 1916, as Wright fully knew. 
Nor was it a novel idea to Harris, who had a good knowledge of recent art history 
and whose winter and urban landscapes had already made use of imaginative 
colour choices. Instead, Harris may have highlighted Wright's statement because 
the author provided an intellectual and historical context by systematically tra­
cing the development of colour in modern art, thus linking Synchromism with 
questions of form, composition, and what Wright conceived as the almost evolu­
tionary development of painting's formal tools. In addition Wright's essay 
engaged in a somewhat more complex elaboration of Synchromist colour practice, 
expanding on the passage quoted above, and reiterating points that he had already 
detailed at greater length in other writings, including his article in the October 
1915 issue of International Studio. 

Wright's essays in International Studio and other publications are particularly 
interesting because they discuss Synchromist use of colours in terms that are 
directly applicable to the choice of hues in Decorative Landscape, just as the bright­
ness of colour in the painting recalls Synchromist painting more generally. In the 
October 1915 International Studio article, for example, Wright analyzed how 
Morgan Russell and Stanton Macdonald-Wright had come to similar conclusions 
about the use of colour to generate form, though they had originally appr~ached 
the problem from different perspectives)4 Russell, he explained, developed 
Synchromism by "extending and completing" Impressionist observations that 
sunlight is yellow and that shadows contain violet: 

Russell went further, and discovered that quarter and half tones also possess 

colours by which they can be interpreted. He thus arrived at a complete chro­

matic interpretation of the degrees of light forces or tones. By modulating from 

light to dark (from yellow to violet) not only was light conceived forcibly, but 

form resulted naturally and inevitably. This was the principle by which Cezanne 

achieved his eternal light which brought form into being; but the principle with 

him was subjugated to the influences of local colour, varying milieu, reflections, 

ete. Russell stated the principle frankly and applied it purely. 

In contrast, Macdonald-Wright's starting point had been to study pure colours 
more from the standpoint of form than from that of light: 
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He recorded their inherent tendencies to express degrees of material consis­

tency. Thus with him a yellow, instead of meaning an intense light, represent­

ed an advancing plane; and a blue, while having all the sensation of shadow 

about it, receded to an infinity of subjective depth. The relative spacial {sic] 
extension of all the other colours was then determined, and a series of colour 

scales was drawn up, which gave not only the sensation of light and dark, but 

also the sensation of perspective. Thus it was possible to obtain any degree of 

depth by the use of colour alone, for all the intermediat~ steps from extreme 

projection to extreme recession were expressible by certain tones or pure hues.35 



Thus, though Russell and Macdonald-Wright had approached 
Synchromism through analyzing colour from different starting points, Wright 
linked their differing trajectories by describing their aesthetic development in 
terms of a polarity between yellow and blue/violet. This was a polarity that both 
artists discussed in their own writings.36 The fact that Decorative Landscape is con­
structed almost entirely through the juxtaposition of large areas dominated either 
by yellow or by blue and violet thus seems to acknowledge the importance 
Wright attached in the exhibition catalogue, the International Studio article and 
elsewhere to these colours as cornerstones of Synchromist theory. It further raises 
the possibility that Harris may have wished to initiate experiments in 
Synchromist painting by relying at first upon the very colours most frequently 
discussed in texts sympathetic to the movement, thus starting with basic consid­
erations and later working towards greater complexity. In any case, Decorative 
Landscape was painted at a time when - as ].E.H. MacDonald's 1916 letter indi­
cates - Harris was ardent in his support of Wright's ideas. It is therefore entirely 
conceivable that the painting owes its striking colouration in large part to Harris' 
1916-17 reading ofWright, even though its colouration was grounded in Harris' 
earlier and less adventurous alterations oflocal hues. It is likewise intriguing that, 
just as no references linking Harris with an interest in Synchromism after 1917 
have been found, so Decorative Landscape has no comparably colourful successor. 
What might have been the first step in a series of colour experiments is instead 
Harris' only painting for which Synchromism can be understand as a noteworthy 
source. 

In addition to the structuring of the image as a dynamic relationship 
between yellow, blue and violet, other aspects of Decorative Landscape also accord 
closely with Synchromist colour theory and use. Synchromist artists' belief in the 
rejection of local colours as an inadequate basis for the organization of pictorial 
form and coherence was resolutely defended by Wright and is visually present in 
Decorative Landscape. Synchromist colours also tended toward richness and, often, 
to high saturation, and those in Decorative Landscape are, indeed, rich and highly 
saturated compared with the colours in Harris' other decorative landscapes of 
1914-18. Harris' close fusing of colour with form is also more complete in this 
painting than in any of his other winter landscapes, and may thus be associated 
with Wright's persistent avowals that colour creates form, and that colour, form 
and composition are therefore firmly inter-related and interdependent. Further, 
the intensity and unnaturalness of the colours, combined with the upward-thrus­
ting motif of the spruce trees, suffuses the painting with a sense of spiritual year­
ning. This yearning, much more pronounced in Decorative Landscape than in Harris' 
other paintings of these years, is in sympathy with Wright's many references to 
how Synchromist colour strives for the evocation of subjective emotion through 
colour-defined forms. Harris' insistence upon this matter was, if not identical to, 
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at least in harmony with Wright's explanations, and was repeatedly articulated in 
his statements that Canadian landscape painting should convey the subjective 
qualities of "mood," "character" and "spirit."37 

The impact on Decorative Landscape of the theories explained by Wright thus 
seems evident. However, the reasons for Harris' attraction to Synchromism at this 
point in his career are less clear. Attempts to identifY and address the nature of his 
involvement with the movement could begin with a letter written by his wife, 
Bess, to J. Russell Harper in 1962: 

You will have a difficult time to pinpoint the influence of this or that writer 
or painter to particular canvases. I do not think Lawren works that way. A 

few months after he has read a book he might be unable to recall its contents 
- but he would be acutely aware of what he had gleaned from it.38 

When viewed in this context at least some of the reasons for Harris' interest 
in Wright's work can be situated within relatively tangential aspects of 
Synchromism. Tentative efforts can be made to elucidate them by, for example, 
identifYing points of potential overlap between Wright's ideas and Harris' later 
obsession with Theosophy, the movement with which he became increasingly 
engaged between c.1918 and the beginning of the 1920s following his earlier 
exposure to spiritualist concerns.39 It would be misleading to posit a simple rela­
tionship between his interest in the two phenomena; his involvement with 
Synchromism was a flirtation compared to the longevity and profundity with 
which he embraced Theosophy asa philosophy and as a basis for his artmaking. 
There are, however, suggestive parallels between Synchromism and Harris' devel­
oping spiritualist ideas and ideals. In particular, his exposition of Theosophical 
principles of universal rhythm was foreshadowed in Willard Wright's introduc­
tory essay in the catalogue for The Forum Exhibition. "The forces of all art are the 
forces of life, coordinated and organized," wrote Wright. "No plastic form can 
exist without .. , the rhythm which underlies the great fluctuating and equalizing 
forces of material existence. Such rhythm is symmetry in movement. On it all 
form, both in art and life, is founded."40 Similarly, the insistence ofWright and 
the principal Synchromist artists upon the primacy of subjectivity in art clearly 
struck a chord in Harris, and may be seen to have anticipated his later 
Theosophical championing of artists as humanity's prophets - creators who 
earned their place at the apex of the Theosophical triangle of spiritual evolution 
through their personal access to transcendental truths. Even the dominant colours 
in Decorative Landscape were of particular importance to Theosophists; yellow rep­
resented intelligence, blue represented religious feeling, and the occult signifi­
cance of the yellow-blue polarity was explored by Rudolf Steiner, Kandinsky and 
others.41 While it may be premature to propose that the colours in Decorative 
Landscape are unprecedentedly early evidence of Harris' interest in Theosophy, the 
leading role they play in this painting does at least raise the possibility. 
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Bess Harris' letter to Harper is also a useful basis for considering other evi­
dence that Harris' attraction to Wright's ideas was at least partly grounded in 
aspects of Synchromism outside its central concerns with colour and form. These 
are aspects that, while not unique to Synchromist theory, reinforced or validated 
his own views. Here it is instructive to consider the sections that Harris high­
lighted in his copy of The Forum Exhibition catalogue. For example, his highligh­
ting of text often suggests that he was interested not only in Wright's explana­
tions of colour, but equally in his argument that modern painting is on a contin­
uum with the great art of the past, with which it shares "the inherent aesthetic 
qualities of order, rhythm, composition and form" but upon which it advances by 
incorporating new techniques.42 Harris himself would reiterate exactly these 
ideas in print several times in the following years, as for example in an essay pub­
lished in 1925: "Though creative activity is ever the same in its gift of under­
standing, its results are not the same in any two ages or in any two nations, and 
thus the creative individual has creative freedom only within the limits of the pos­
sible vision, first of his people, then of his day."43 In a related vein Harris' pencil 
notations in The Forum Exhibition catalogue indicate that he approved of Wright's 
declaration that modernism "is not a fad ... [or} a transient aspect of art."44 Ideas 
such as these about aesthetic continuity, technical innovation and the legitimacy 
of contemporary art were of course not inherently or uniquely Synchromist, but 
they were of obvious importance and support to Harris as he worked towards a 
modern art for Canada. In the end, however, they were not sufficiently novel or 
specific to Synchromism to lead to a full or long-lasting endorsement of 
Synchromist practice. 

Whatever the reasons for Harris' 1916-17 interest in Synchromist theory, 
they were clearly too diffuse to extend that interest much beyond the painting of 
Decorative Landscape. As the preceding paragraphs propose, one reason was prob­
ably that his interest in the movement was to some extent predicated upon ideas 
that it endorsed but that were not particular to it. A second factor relates more 
directly to the technical aspects of Synchromism, and can be traced to the ques­
tion mark he wrote beside the claim, in Willard Wright's catalogue essay, that 
colour must be employed to give "the sensation of rhythmically balanced form in 
three dimensions."45 This was of course a central aspect of Synchromist art, but 
one that was out of keeping with the broad, flat decorativeness that Harris had 
been pursuing in his 1914-18 series of winter landscapes. His use of relatively 
broad areas of two dominant colours is an essential component in achieving this 
effect in Decorative Landscape. He seems to have been interested in using colour not 
to explore Synchromist ideals, but to enhance the unnatural colour he had already 
used to imbue his other landscapes of the period with the same decorative qual­
ities he had admired at the 1913 exhibition of Scandinavian art. This quality is 
pushed to its furthest extent in Decorative Landscape (as the painting's title sug-
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gests), but has very little in common with Synchromism's approach to, and goals 
regarding, the use of colour. 

A third possible explanation for the brevity of Harris' involvement with 
Synchromism is rooted in the issue of rules versus subjectivity, especially as he 
understood it in texts by Willard Wright, Stanton Macdonald-Wright and 
Morgan Russell. His reaction to Macdonald-Wright's "Explanatory Note" in The 
Forum Exhibition catalogue is singularly relevant. In his brief statement 
Macdonald-Wright reflected on how he had "determined, by years of color exper­
imentation, the relative spatial relation of the entire color gamut."46 Harris' 
response was laconic and to-the-point: "scientific divorced from life meaning." In 
Decorative Landscape he in fact transgressed Wright's prescriptive recommend­
ations regarding the use of blue and violet. "Yellow," according to Wright, is "tan­
gible" and "advances toward the spectator's eye," whereas violet "is limpid" and 
expresses "not solidity but a quality of space, something intangible and translu­
cent." He warned that ignoring these considerations would result in paintings in 
which there would be "a continuous warring between linear composition and 
color values. "47 Yet Harris made extensive use of blue and violet in the foreground 
rocks in Decorative Landscape, thus violating Synchromist desiderata as explained 
by Wright. It is therefore unsurprising that, though his later adherence to 
Theosophy was adamant and profound, colours in his Theosophy-based paintings 
are not necessarily consistent with the codes of symbolism expounded in Annie 
Besant and C.W Leadbeater's Thought Forms, an important Theosophical primer 
with which he was almost certainly familiar.48 Instead, the hues in Harris' abstract 
paintings - though strongly influenced by Theosophical doctrine - are not 
restricted to a specific set of guidelines detailing colour symbolism. 

Indeed, throughout his career Harris remained critical of any artmaking 
based on sets of rules rather than on "living attitude" and subjective content.49 It 
is critically relevant that Decorative Landscape's colours, exaggerated though they 
are, help structure an image of concentrated emotion and diffuse spirituality. They 
accomplish this in large part through their emphasis on the presence or absence 
of light: the painting shows an exaggeratedly intense dawn or sunset blazing 
behind the foreground trees and casting them into unnaturally blue shadow.50 

The implied spiritual ramifications of this - exemplified by the subtle but 
unmistakable rays of light emanating in lines from the unseen sun - oppose what 
Harris inaccurately interpreted as the drive for excessive codification of regula­
tions in Stanton Macdonald-Wright's and Willard Wright'S catalogue texts. It is 
telling that Harris approvingly highlighted Morgan Russell's "Explanatory Note" 
in The Forum Exhibition catalogue. Russell- t~e Synchromist who, as Wright had 
explained in International Studio in 1915, had begun his colour experiments from 
the Impressionist equation of colour with light - makes an uncompromising 
assertion of the importance of subjectivity in art. "I infuse my own vitality into 
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my work," wrote Russell. "The difference between a picture produced by precise 
formulas and one which is the result of sensibilite, is the difference between a 
mechanical invention and a living organism. "51 

Finally, analysis of why Harris' interest in Synchromism did not endure 
beyond Decorative Landscape must take into account his concern to create an art of 
recognizable content encompassing nationalist dimensions. Intriguingly, his mar­
ginalia indicate that he seems to have been particularly interested in the 
"Explanatory Notes" of the artists whose reproductions in The Forum Exhibition 
catalogue showed figurative works, most notably Ben Benn, Thomas Hart 
Benton, Oscar Bluemner, Alfred Maurer and George Of. His desire to create a 
specifically Canadian art, using the northern landscape as its lodestone, encour­
aged him at this early date to be wary of abstraction beyond the level of styliza­
tion. "Pure" Synchromism, by contrast, logically implied complete abstraction. In 
The Forum Exhibition this was exemplified by the work of Macdonald-Wright and 
Russell, and was vociferously defended by Willard Wright. The "real importance" 
of the Synchromists, the latter repeatedly insisted, "lies in the fact that they have 
emancipated painting from the primitive demands of illustration, and have 
purged it of its dependence for effect on scenes, portraits and genre subjects. "52 For 
Hatris, adequate justification for abandoning figuration in favour of abstraction 
would not come until the late 1920s, when his Theosophical beliefs made the 
faithful transcription of optical reality increasingly irrelevant to him. 

Whatever Harris' degree of, and grounds for, interest in Synchromism in 
1916-17, he moved on from it fairly quickly. No mention of the movement has 
been found in his extant published and extensive unpublished writings. As for 
Decorative Landscape, it seems to have been exhibited only once during his lifetime: 
at the Ontario Society of Artists' Forty-fifth Annual Exhibition in March 1917.53 

Reviews were generally polite, if not particularly enthusiastic, though Hector 
Charlesworth - no friend of the members of the future Group of Seven -
described its general effect as "merely that of a garish poster."54 It was not included 
in any subsequent group show or in either of Harris' solo exhibitions that featured 
figurative work and for which he assisted in the selection of pictures (1948, 
1963).55 Nor is it illustrated in Bess Harris's 1969 book about his art, the images 
of which were selected with Lawren Harris' assistance.56 Unusually for such an 
ambitious work, it remained in his studio until the mid-1960s, unknown to most 
of Harris' friends and critics. 57 It entered a public collection and public visibility 
only in 1992, twenty-two years after Harris' death. 

Nor was the short-lived character of Harris' interest in Synchromism unusual. 
The same was true even for artists with a broader knowledge of, and a deeper sym­
pathy for, the movement. By the date of The Forum Exhibition Morgan Russell's 
growing religious and philosophical concerns were leading him away from his 
previous adherence to abstract Synchromist compositions and toward a more clas-
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sical approach to figure painting. (The composltlon of even his 1915 Cosmic 
Synchromy was based on a series of drawings showing a human figure, although 
these are completely obscured in the finished work,58) Wright's editing of 
RusseU's "Explanatory Note" .in the exhibition catalogue - editing so severe that 
it caused a rift between the two men - minimized this impression. 59 Stanton 
Macdonald-Wright painted his final Synchromy in 1920. The movement exercised 
a significant influence on such artists as Thomas Hart Benton and Andrew 
Dasburg but, despite the milestone status of The Forum Exhibition, it was not a 
force in American art after 1921.60 In Canada, in the short term, it became a fac­
tor in the singing colour of Decorative Landscape. On a more subterranean and 
ephemeral level WiUard Wright's championing of an art of radical formal inno­
vation, underlying rhythm, structural and emotional synthesis, and subjective 
profundity shadowed many of Harris' established and emerging convictions. 
Those convictions - though not their manifestation in Synchromist theory -
shaped and informed his subsequent work, first as he staked out a new art for a 
new country and later as he moved into abstraction, transcending the surface of 
the world to plumb its underlying order. 

BRIANFOSS 
Department of Art History 
Concordia University 
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Resume 

LE «SYNCHROMISME» AV CANADA 
Lawren Harris, Decorative Landscape et 
Willard Huntington Wright, 1916-1917 

En 1992, le Musee des beaux-arts du Canada achetait Decorative Landscape 
(1917), une grande (122.5 x 131.7 cm) et visuellement impressionnante huile 

sur toile de Lawren Harris. Le tableau avait ete presente a l'exposition de mars 1917 
de l'Ontario Society of Artists, puis ne fut plus expose par la suite. Pendant les cinq 
decennies qui suivirent, la toile fut releguee dans le studio de Harris et ne fut jamais 
presentee dans une exposition personnelle ou collective. Lorsque le Musee en fit l'ac-
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quisition, elle etait pratiquement inconnue des historiens de l'art canadien. 
Decorative Landscape est une composition hardie empreinte d'une intense spir­

itualite. Cette derniere s'exprime vigoureusement par les silhouettes des arbres et par 
le soleil, bas sur l'horizon et irradiant des rayons de lumiere subtils, mais cependant 
tres perceptibles. Toutefois son principal interet, dans le contexte de l'reuvre de 
Harris, reside dans son coloris intense et nettement artificiel. Les epinettes sont d'un 
bleu profond avec des rehauts verts, les rochers au premier plan sont d'epaisses 
couches de bleu et de violet et le ciel est d'un jaune qui va du jaune d'reuf profond 
jusqu'a un jaune plus leger, mais tres intense, avec de legeres taches turquoise. Bien 
que plusieurs des paysages que Harris a peints a cette epoque (p. ex., Snow II, 1915) 
aient ete des essais de manipulation decorative de la couleur, l'intensite et l'artifi­
cialite de la couleur dans Decorative Landscape impregnent l'image d'une profondeur 
et d'une intensite de subjectivite emotive qu' on ne retrouve pas dans ses autres 
reuvres de la meme epoque. 

Le present essai veut demontrer que Decorative Landscape doit beaucoup a l'in­
teret, jusqu'a present non documente, de Harris pour le synchromisme, mouvement 
americain contemporain dont Stanton Macdonald-Wright et Morgan Russell furent 
les pionniers et que le frere de Stanton Macdonald-Wright, Willard Huntington 
Wright (1888-1939), fit connai'tre au public dans une serie de textes enthousiastes. 
La peinture synchromiste utilisait la couleur pour definir la masse, le volume et ce 
que Macdonald-Wright, Russell et Willard Wright appelaient «la composition ryth­
mique pure». Dans des tableaux presque entierement abstraits, les artistes tentaient 
«de sonder les rapports mysterieux entre la couleur et la forme, entre les couleurs et 
les caracteres de la forme: rythme organique, spatialite, densite, transparence, lumi­
nosite, etc.». Harris etait bien place pour connai'tre l'art et la tbeorie synchromistes. 
11 avait des relations aux Etats-Unis et s'y rendait souvent, y compris a New York OU 
Macdonald-Wright et Russell avaient expose des reuvres synchromistes en 1914. On 
sait aussi qu'il s'interessait aux idees publiees par Willard Wright, commeen fait foi 
une lettre de 1916 de J.E.H. MacDonald a Arthur Lismer (Collection McMichael 
d'art canadien). Entre autres sources venant de Wright, son livre de 1915, Modern 
Painting: Its Tendency and Meaning, qui comportait un chapitre important sur le syn­
chromisme, etait disponible a Toronto peu apres sa publication. Lopinion de Wright, 
que le synchromisme constituait l'etape ultime dans une histoire evolutive de l'art, 
etait aussi exposee dans des articles publies entre decembre 1914 et mars 1916 dans 
divers journaux, dont International Studio, publie a New York et disponible au Canada 
jusqu'a la fin des annees vingt. Le numero d'octobre 1915, dans lequel Wright a pu­
blie un article sur le synchtomisme, a dfi etre d'un interet particulier pour Harris, car 
on y retrouvait aussi une etude par Harold Mortimer-Lamb sur des expositions 
recentes de peintres canadiens, illustree par une reproduction pleine page du tableau 
de Harris Corner Store (1912, Art Gallery of Ontario). 

Le plus revelateur toutefois, c'est que nous savons que Harris possedait un 
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exemplaire du catalogue de l'exposition The Forum Exhibition of Modern American 
Painters, tenue aux prestigieuses Anderson Galleries de New York en mats 1916, un 
an avant qu'il a peigne Decorative Landscape. Wright avait dirige la publication du 
catalogue dont il avait aussi ecrit ou revise plusieurs des textes. L'exposition, con­
sideree aujourd'hui comme un evenement marquant dans l'histoire de l'art ameri­
cain, avait ete con<;;ue comme une vitrine du mouvement synchromiste et, bien 
qu'elle y ait subsequemment ajoute les reuvres d'autres artistes contemporains, tels 
Arthur Dove, Marsden Hardey, John Marin et Man Ray, elle gardait un parti pris 
en faveur du synchromisme. La copie annotee de Harris, achetee a Toronto, est main­
tenant conservee aux atchives du Musee des beaux-arts du Canada. 

Ainsi, bien que nous ne sachions pas dans quelle mesure Harris connaissait la 
theorie synchromiste, en 1917, il ne fait aucun doute qu'il en avait une certaine idee, 
grace aux ecrits de Willatd Wright, et cela est evident dans Decorative Landscape. 
Tout comme l'eclat general du tableau rappelle la methode synchromiste, les 
couleurs dominantes - le bleu, le violet et le jaune - sont celles que Wright, 
Macdonald-Wright et Russell nommaient constamment dans leurs nombreux ecrits 
sur la theorie et le developpement du synchromisme. De plus, bien que fortement 
figuratif, Decorative Landscape se catacterise par le rejet synchromiste de la couleur 
«reelle» du sujet. D'autre patt, la fusion de la couleur et de la forme est plus poussee 
dans ce tableau de Harris que dans tous ses paysages d'hiver de la meme epoque. On 
peut donc l'associer aux affirmations de Wright que la couleur cree la forme, et que 
la couleur, la forme et la composition sont intimement interreliees et interdepen­
dantes. Meme le sentiment diffus de quete spirituelle que degage le tableau - sen­
timent qui va bien au-dela de ce qu'on trouve dans les autres tableaux de Harris de 
la meme epoque - s'accorde avec l'idee de Wright que la couleur synchromiste tend 
a evoquer l'emotion subjective au moyen de formes definies pat la couleur. 

Toutefois l'interet evident que Harris portait au synchromisme, au moment 
ou il peignait Decorative Landscape, peut fort bien avoir ete fonde en grande partie 
sur des aspects du mouvement relativement secondaires par rapport a l'importance 
primordiale de la couleur. Ainsi, alors que Hatris adoptait de plus en plus des 
principes spiritualistes, l'article d'introduction de Willard Wright dans le cata­
logue de The Forum Exhibition annon<;;ait les ideaux spiritualistes - tels le concept 
de rythme universel- qui allaient plus tard dominer son art et sa vie. De meme, 
l'insistance de Wright et des principaux artistes synchromistes sur l'importance de 
la subjectivite dans l'art touchait clairement une corde sensible chez Harris. On 
peut deja y voir comment il allait eventuellement devenir, en tant que theosophe, 
le champion des artistes comme chefs de file de l'evolution spirituelle de l'human­
ite. Par COIncidence, meme les couleurs de Decorative Landscape avaient une impor­
tance particuliere pour les theosophes: le jaune representait l'intelligence, le bleu le 
sentiment religieux, et le sens occulte de la polarite jaune-bleu - telle qu'on peut 
la voir dans Decorative Landscape - a ete exploree par Rudolf Steiner, Kandinsky et 
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autres. Dans un autre ordre d'idees, les annotations de Harris dans son exemplaire 
du catalogue The Forum Exhibition suggerent qu'il trouvait interessant l'argument 
de Wright que la peinture moderne est dans la droite ligne du grand art du passe, 
dont elle partage les qualites esthetiques inherentes d'ordre, de rythme, de compo­
sition et de forme, mais qu'elle depasse en lui incorporant des techniques nouvelles. 
Ces annotations indiquent aussi qu'il approuvait les declarations de Wright que le 
modernisme n'est pas 1'objet d'un engouement passager, mais plutot une extension 
naturelle d'idees deveioppees dans le passe. 

En derniere analyse toutefois, ces elements n' etaient pas suffisamment nou­
veaux ou particuliers au synchromisme pour qu' on puisse affirmer que Harris 

. souscrivait encore a la methode synchromiste apres 1916-1917. Le synchromisme 
lui permettait d' aller plus loin dans l' experimentation avec la couleur qu'il avait deja 
entreprise dans ses paysages d'hiver, mais il n'etait pas pret, a ce moment-la, a sui­
vre le mouvement dans son insistance sur l' abstraction. Ses annotations suggerent 
aussi qu'il se mefiait de ce qu'il semble avoir interprete a tort comme 1'importance 
exageree accordee par le synchromisme aux «regles», aux depens de la veritable sub­
jectivite. En realite, 1'usage qu'il fait du bleu et du jaune, dans Decorative Landscape, 
viole certaines directives du synchromisme quant au role que doivent jouer ces 
couleurs dans la composition. L'hostilite a l'egard d'un art fabrique selon un ensem­
ble de principes plutot que d'apres une «attitude vivante» et un contenu subjectif 
allait devenir un aspect dominant de la carriere de Harris et pourrait avoir, des cette 
epoque, contribue a lui faire perdre tout interet pour le synchromisme. Ainsi, bien 
que Decorative Landscape ait ete fortement influence par ce mouvement, il n'a pas eu 
de suite dans 1'reuvre de Harris. 

Il est interessant de noter que si 1'interet de Harris pour le synchromisme aura 
ete de courte duree, ce fut aussi le cas d'autres artistes qui s'interessaient de plus pres 
au mouvement: de fait, deja a 1'epoque de The Forum Exhibition, 1'interet croissant de 
Morgan Russell pour les questions religieuses et philosophiques avait commence a 
1'eloigner de son adhesion anterieure aux compositions synchromistes abstraites et a 
le conduire a une approche plus classique de la peinture figurative. Pour sa part, 
Stanton Macdonald-Wright a peint sa derniere «synchromie» en 1920. Le mouve­
ment a fortement marque certains artistes comme Thomas Hart Benton et Andrew 
Dasburg, mais, en depit de 1'importance de The Forum Exhibition, il a cesse d'in­
fluencer l'art americain apres 1921. Ses manifestations au Canada ont ete encore plus 
ephemeres, ce qui fait de Decorative Landscape une piece cle dans la documentation 
d'un aspect jusqu'a maintenant inexplore des contacts entre artistes americains et 
canadiens. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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