
fig.2 HllI"Old Mortimer-Lamb, Portrait - Lad)' Drummond, ,.1907. platinum print, 2'5 x 

19 cm, National Gallery of Canada. (photo: Nariona\ Gallery of Canada, 32247) 

74 



BETWEEN A HARD EDGE AND A SOFT CURVE 
Modernism in Canadian Photography 

This initial investigation into Modernism in Canadian photography begins with 
the first Toronto Camera Club Salon in 1903, and ends with the last Canadian 

International Salon that was held at the National Gallery of Canada in 1939. This 
also marks the year in which the National Film Board of Canada was established. 

Although Modernist photography was not systematically institutionalized 
through the formation of societies and clubs in either Europe or North America, it 
was an international trend like Pictorialism. However, in Europe, the United 
States, Russia and Mexico, Modernist photography did not follow a simple evolu­
tionary path, but was rather the result of diverse influences affecting specific sets of 
cultural circumstances. In Europe, for example, experimental, avant-garde move­

ments such as Cubism, Futurism, Surrealism, and Constructivism helped to shape 
the form of Modernist photography. In the United States, it was the Pictorialism 
of the Photo-Secessionists that provided both a well-established formal vocabulary 
and a critical framework from which departures were made into the language of 
Modernism. In New York, the American photographer Alfred Stieglitz (1864-
1946) started the Photo-Secession and tirelessly promoted photography as a 
medium of artistic expression, equal to painting, sculpture and the graphic arts, 
and he established important publishing and exhibition outlets for American and 
international photographers. In Russia and Mexico, other factors enabled 
Modernist photography to flourish in both these countries. A climate of cultural 
receptivity to new forms of artistic expression resulted from the social and politi­
cal revolutions that both countries underwent in the late teens and 1920s. This was 
enhanced by the presence of either an indigenous avant-garde as in Russia, or the 
importation of a Modernist aesthetic by visiting photographers, such as the 
American Edward Weston (1886-1958) in the case of Mexico. Modernist 
photography in the United States shared a desire to demonstrate synchronicity 
with the present by exploring new ideas, subjects, and techniques and to define 
itself against the romantic, soft-focus aesthetic of Pictorial ism, which by the 1920s 
had degenerated into mannerism. Sharp, crisp lines and smooth, uniform surfaces 
would eventually predominate over the aesthetic of soft edges and muted tones. 
This common language of Modernist photography evolved our of the instan­
taneity that new photographic technologies offered, an appreciation of the abstract 
values of light and dynamic form, and a wealth of new iconography that included 
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soaring skyscrapers, busy city streets, mesmerizing repetition of mass produced 
objects, and industrial machinery, among other images. 

The question that this study raises is the relationship of Canadian photo­
graphy of the 1920s and 30s to these other Modernist photographic practices. Was 
it closer to the American model of a direct movement out of Pictoralism or an 
example of the more experimental European model? Did Canadian Modernist 
photography exhibit any particular defining characteristics? And were there 
Canadian photographers whose work could be described as Modernist, and who 
were primarily interested in "refurbish[ing} the language of their art?"l 

Although the politics of nationalism would strongly influence the direction 
that Canadian photography took during the period from 1912 to 1939, it was the 
continuing presence of the Pictorialist movement that would determine its 
character. The conduit for the dissemination of Pictorialism in Canada was the 
camera club.2 The tradition of camera clubs here was strong, going back to the 
1880s and 1890s when they were first established in eastern Canada before 
spreading across the west. Such clubs brought together individuals who had a com­
mon interest in photography, either as a pastime or as a profession, and provided a 
network for sharing technical expertise and reinforcing the Pictorial aesthetic that 
borrowed heavily from the picturesque in nineteenth-century academic painting. 
Typical subjects included idyllic rural scenes, exotic, quaint villages and harbours, 
sentimental portraits of women and children, and the female nude.3 Undoubtedly, 
Canadian camera clubs like their counterparts in other nations, were often more 
dedicated to the establishment and observation of rules than to looking afresh at 
the world and its visual representation. 

Were it not for two landmark events in the history of early twentieth­
century photography in Canada that moved Canadian photography away from a 
provincial arena into the international context of the Pictorialist movement, the 
quiet rhythms of camera club meetings and contests might never have been inter­
rupted. The first took place in 1903 when the Pictorialist photographer Sidney 
Carter (1880-1956) and the more adventurous members of the Toronto Camera 
Club, sought to create an environment where photography would be thought­
fully critiqued and exhibited in Canada. It organized its first Salon in which thirty 
prints from the Loan Collection of the Photo-Secession in New York were shown 
alongside work by club members.4 However, the conservative members within the 
club who preferred to maintain their traditional approach to print-making and 
methods of presentation, objected to the extreme manifestation of painterly effects 
in the work of the Photo-Secessionists. The second disruption occurred at the Art 
Association of Montreal in November of 1907, when Sidney Carter assembled a 
large international Pictorialist exhibition that included such luminaries in the field 
as David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson, both of whom had furthered the 
cause of photography as art. 5 The two exhibitions were met with a certain degree 
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fig· I Sidoey Carter, Evening or Sunset on Black Cr«k, 1901, gum hlchromate prior, 15 x 
9 cm, Narional Archives of Canada. (Photo: Natioool Archives of Canada, P .... 112002) 
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of resistance from different sectors of the community. In the case of the first Toronto 
Camera Club Salon, it was the conservative photographers who resented the intro­
duction of a new aesthetic. In the case of the Montreal exhibition, it was local 
artists who took umbrage at Maurice Maeterlinck's reference in the catalogue to 
photo-graphy as an art form and persuaded the Secretary of the Association, John 
Bethune Abbott, to keep the offending pages from view.6 

In addition to being the organizational and critical linch-pins of the 
Pictorialist movement in Canada, Sidney Carter and Harold Mortimer-Lamb 
(1872-1970) were both accomplished photographers. Strongly influenced by the 
work of the American Secessionists, they introduced a new vocabulary of form and 
new techniques to the Canadian photographic community. Their work not only 
received international recognition, but it brought an awareness of the importance 
of photography as an art form to Canada. The ability to translate the detailed forms 
of nature into broad atmospheric silhouettes is evident in Carter's Evening or Sunset 
on Black Creek (fig. 1); while in Mortimer-Lamb's photographs, the introduction of 
theatrical presence into the portrait genre, as in Portrait - Lady Drummond (fig.2), 
provided an alternative to the more descriptive likenesses of earlier studio 
photography. Although both Carter and Mortimer-Lamb continued to exhibit and 
publish their photographs internationally up to 1920, their involvement with 
photography waned as the Pictorialist movement itself became less vital and more 
formulaic. Although still acting as the Canadian correspondent for the British 
annual, Photograms of the Year, by 1912 Mortimer-Lamb had turned his interest 
increasingly towards painting.7 By 1917, Sidney Carter had distanced himself from 
both national and international photographic associations.S In 1928 he admitted, 
"I ... am doing less each year and with few regrets."9 

The year 1910 became critical for the evolution of American Pictorialist and 
Modernist photography when the International Exhibition of Pictorial Photography 
was mounted at the Albright Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York. This was the 
largest exhibition of photographs (almost 600 prints, including two by Carter and 
one by Canadian Pictorialist JP. Hodgins) ever to have been assembled. lO It was 
the exhibition that signalled "the victory in the battle for recognition of photo­
graphy as an art form."" The occasion also marked both Stieglitz's denunciation 
of camera clubs with their rigid practices and the gradual moving away of a certain 
segment of the Pictorialist movement from tl?-e soft-focus aesthetic to what was 
called at the time "straight photography." 

More significant than the schism within the Pictorialist movement was the 
fact that Alvin Langdon Coburn and Paul Strand, the mainstays of Stieglitz's 
exhibitions and publications, were among those American photographers who 
were searching for a new vocabulary of form. By opening his galleries at '291' to 
painting, drawing and sculpture by internationally acclaimed artists, and by cham­
pioning modem art, Stieglitz almost single-handedly gave photographers licence to 
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look beyond the boundaries of their own medium in their desire for a radically dif­
ferent visual language. 12 Coburn's own interest in Vorticism led him to question 
the naturalist bias of current photographic representation. He asked: 

Why should not its subtle rapidity be utilized to study movement? Why not 

repeated successive exposures of an object in motion on the same plate? Why 

should not perspective be studied from angles hitherro neglected or unob­

served? Why, I ask you earnestly, need we go on making commonplace little 

exposures that may be sorted into groups of landscapes, portraits and figure 

studies? Think of the joy of doing some-thing which it would be impossible 

to classify, or to tell which was top and which was the bottom! .... ! do not think 
we have begun even to realize the possibilities of the camera. '3 

By 1917 Coburn had made his first singular photographic abstractions, 
calling them Vortographs, which were images made of an assemblage of kaleido­
scopic mirrors, he constructed for the purpose. In the same year Paul Strand pub­
lished a group of photographs in the last issue of Camera Work which showed how 
effectively photography could describe abstract form. His ability to render the 
abstract and geometric essence of commonplace objects can be seen in Rock, Point 
Lorne, Nova Scotia (fig.3), an image Strand made during his first visit to Canada in 
1920.14 At this time in Europe, one of the initial signs of radical experimentation 
in photography was the creation of the first self-consciously artistic photograms by 
the painter Christian Schad in Germany in 1918. The making of these images dis­
pensed entirely with elaborate photographic techniques and equipment, as it 
required only the simple exposure and development of a sheet of photographic 
paper upon which scraps of paper and translucent materials had been placed. 

Stieglitz's undermining of the supremacy of Pictorialist photography in the 
United States through his support of modern art and his questioning of the 
Pictorialist aesthetic, as well as the European experiments with new photographic 
techniques, had little or no effect on photography in Canada where the Pictorialist 
aesthetic was kept alive through the network of camera clubs. 15 One major force 
that did influence photographers during the period 1910-1920 was Pictorialism. 
Through the annual reports ofMortimer-Lamb and other Canadian correspondents 
in the pages of Photograms of the Year, we learn that the excitement that Carter and 
Mortimer-Lamb had earlier infused into the Canadian photography scene was dis­
sipating. In 1914 the latter observed that: "Once the claims of photography for 
recognition as a medium of artistic expression excited fierce controversy. The sub­
ject now is rarely debated; it has perhaps ceased to excite general interest." Perhaps 
wanting to put a more positive slant on this apathetic state of affairs, Mortimer­
Lamb went on to announce, in somewhat equivocal terms, that "photographers 
have won a sort of standing which places them nearly on a plane with amateur 
painters."16 However, a "sort of standing on a plane with amateur painters" was not 
a promising position for more adventurous photographers to enjoy in Canada. 
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While international camera club exhibitions were still taking place in major 
Canadian cities, they had neither changed their content nor been successful in 
taking photography out of its ghettoized status. In addition to noting a lack of 
seriousness by most Canadian photographers (whom he perceived as mere hob­
byists), Mortimer-Lamb attributed the dearth of outstanding photographers to a 
number of social and cultural deficiencies in Canada: the shortage of members of 
a leisured class, the small number of serious photographers, the lack of a market for 
Pictorial photographs, and the absence of representation of photography in public 
art galleries and museums. On this last point he presciently wrote that: "The 
educative effect of such a movement, if successfully prosecuted, would be wide­
spread. It would place pictorial photography on an altogether better footing, and 
it would unquestionably stimulate photographic endeavour."!7 Informing his 
observations was the knowledge that the Albright Knox Gallery had recently pur­
chased a number ofPictorialist works from its landmark exhibition in 1910. 

As if the handicaps of working in vast countries with small populations, and 
a lack of institutionalized support for photography were not bad enough, Canadian 
photographers, like their Australian counterparts, referred to as "colonials" by 
critics from the "mother country," were often addressed in rather patronizing tones 
of voice. In 1914, the editor EJ. Mortimer, reviewing the years Pictorialist work 
for Photograms of the Year wrote: "It is pleasing also to record that the leading 
workers [photographers} in the Colonies are progressing steadily towards higher 
ideals, and this year's Colonial Exhibition held at The A.P. Little Gallery indi­
cated in no uncertain manner that a new generation of eager a,nd clever workers is 
coming to the front, particularly in Australia and Canada."!8 As satisfYing as it 
would be to ascribe the drive for an independent sryle of photography to this kind 
of commentary, it would be historically inaccurate. Rather it was both Pictorialism 
and die Group of Seven's nationalist message that triggered a desire among the 
more vocal Canadian photographers (many of whom were living in Toronto when 
the Group had their first exhibition in 1920 at the Art Gallery of Toronto), to pro­
duce a typically Canadian school of photography that would capture the character 
of the land. 

As early as 1913, Harold Mortimer-Lamb commented that: "Most of the pic­
torial work one sees - and this also applies to Canadian painting - could have 
been done anywhere; in Holland or France, or England. . .. yet to some man some 
day inspiration will come, and he will give expression to the spirit of our northern 
solitudes."!9 He then went on to discuss the vast and varied character of the 
Canadian landscape, a theme to which writers on the topic of a Canadian school of 
photography would frequently return. In 1920 Arthur Goss wrote, "I believe it 
will be along the lines adopted by a group of Canadian painters to paint our scenery 
in a Canadian way, that photographers must progress ... [to produce} something 
worthwhile and characteristic of our climate and our country. "20 
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fig.) Paul Strand, Rock, Pon tome, Nova Sooc:ia, 1919, ~b{Jn $llnr prInt, 24 x 20 (rn, 
NatIonal Gallery of Canada. (PllOto: NatlONI Gallery of Canada, }}3(9) 

But the will ro rerain the Piaorialist style and at the same ume to capture 
the specificlty and essence of Canada in a IlteraJ way almost always meant 
adopting nature as a subject, thereby seuing up an inherent contradict ion. With 
its insistence upon gestural effects and its propensity for creating atmospheric 
mood through the reduction of form to silhouette, Pictorialism was by definition, 
a style that subordinated the specific ro (he general. Joseph T. Keiley's claJm - that 
with the 1898 PhiladLlphlfl Salon a truly Amt'fican school of Pictorial phmo­
gmphy had been created - is supportable only if It is prediaued upon the origins 
of the phmographers and not upon the content or style of the photographs!' It 
should be added [hat the Modernist style would not have provided Canadian 
phorographers with a solution ro the problem of this struggle with national iden­
tity. Modernist phowgmphers simplified the forms of nature by reducing them w 
abstract patterns and thus subord inated the particular to the universal, just as the 
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figA John Kirkland Hodges. Idle Moment$, 1926, Gelatin silver print. 21 x 29 cm, 

Narional Archives of Canada. (PhotO: National Archives of Canada, PA [25728) 

Picroriai is[s had done. The impossibility of trying co realize in a soft-focussed, 
generic style what was distinctively Canadian about our landscape reduced 
Canaeljan phowgcaphers and writers on the subject co biner complainen about the 

impossible bigness of che land compared [0 che smallness of the phorographk 
paper as well as the unphotogenic quality of snow,ll To make matters worse a com­
parison of the Canadian landscape with Great Britain only deepened [he sense of 

che uocennbleness of their mission. English scenery, claimed one of the photographers, 
was nor only more adaptable to che average sheet of photographic paper because of 
its smaller scale, but also more full of "prerty bits" when compared ro the vast and 
uncomainable Canadian Iandscape.!l 

Nevertheless, it is likely mat it was a later variant ofPic[oria1ism, rather than 
the Vortographs of Cob urn, the abs[mcrjons of Strand or me photograms ofSchad, 
that evemually motivated Canadian photographers to introduce a sharper focus to 
their images. This other style within the Pictoriniist movement evolved Out of a 
slow and somewhat decorative adaptation to the growing use of sharp-focus 
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fig., JoIu..n He1den, Pool No.l , (.1925, Ge1aun 5d~r pnm, 43 x }4 cm, Vancou~ Public 
L,bnuy. (Photo. Vancouver PublIc Libr.uy, 54767) 
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fig. 6 Bnxiie Whirelaw, GD!i Tanks. r.19Z8, gelarin silyer, 17 x 13 cm, NadonaJ Archives of 
Canada. Whom: Narional Archives of Canada, P .... 126638) 
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photography in advertising. What is certain is that the shift towards "compositions 
with an emphasis on clarity and design" did not represent a conversion to the 
Modernist desire to challenge the past and be in synchrony with the modern envi­
ronment. 24 The appropriation of straight photography as an extension of 
Pictorialism was summed up by the Editor of Photograms of the Year in 1922 when 
he wrote, "This tendency [straight photography} has continued to develop, and 
during the present year the exhibitions have given a still greater indication that 
more straight photography, or what purports to the eye to be straight photography, 
has been made use of for pictorial purposes."25 

Although John Kirkland Hodges' (1888-1916) Idle Moments (fig A) 
illustrates this shift by showing an awareness of a new formal language in its adop­
tion of a slightly angled view, by both its inclusion of the rear view of the subjects 
and its emphasis on geometric forms, its title betrays a continuing attachment to 
the anecdotal and picturesque aspects of the camera club aesthetic. This was not an 
isolated example. When photographers like Johan Helders (1888-1956), in his 
dynamic arrangement of curving and vertical forms of Pool No. 1 (fig.5) or Brodie 
Whitelaw (b. 1910) in Gas Tanks (fig.6), began to favour subject matter with geo­
metric forms and sharp contrasts of light and shade, the austerity of the Modernist 
aesthetic was softened by printing the images on warmer, textured papers. As 
Andrew Rodger has noted, these photographers could never quite bring themselves 
to make a radical departure from the past.26 Their restraint is well illustrated by 
comparing the starkness of American Pictorialist photographer Paul Outerbridge's 
(1896~1958 ) [de Collar (fig.7) with Canadian Bruce Metcalfe's (1890/1891-1962) 
Collars (fig.8), which retains a playful, curving movement in contrast to the 
severity of the American's image. 

One of the foremost practitioners of this hybrid style of Pictorialism and 
Modernist photography was John Vanderpant (1884-1939).27 As one writer has 
pointed out, Vanderpant did not start to introduce geometric forms and more 
abstract compositions until 1929, and even then, "the persistent soft focus, the use 
of tonal paper, and significant retouching at the time of printing, mark him as an 
artist that always had one foot firmly anchored in the early precepts ofPictorialism, 
as did his use from time to time, even as late as 1935, of poetic titles."28 An exam­
ple of such a title along with his most extreme expression of the Modernist 
aesthetic can be seen in Creations of Man (fig.9).29 

This ambiguity of intention and hybridity of Pictorialist and Modernist 
styles was not confined to Canadian photographers who worked exclusively 
within the Canadian milieu, but also marks the images of others who maintained 
affiliations with the Pictorialist movement. In spite of the strongly Modernist 
aspects of her later work, Margaret Watkins (1884-1969) is one such photographer.30 

As late as 1920 she was an influential member of the Pictorial Photographers of 
America and its Vice-President in 1926. Born in Hamilton, Ontario where she 
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fig·7 
Paul Omerbridge, (de 

CoUar, 1922, geiatm silver 
print, 12 x 9 cm, Merropo­

linin Mus.eum of An, Ford 

Moror Company CoIL, gin 
of Ford MOtor Company 

and John C. WaddeU. 1987. 

(Photo: Merropoliran 
Mus.ewn of An, 
1987.1100.462) 

probably learned photography in her teens from an uncle, Thomas Watkins, an art 
coUecror and member of the iocaJ camera club, her career as a photographer was 
formed in the United States. In 1914, at rhe age of thirty, Warkins left Hamilton 
for New York to study at the C1arence White School of Phoco,graphy, where both 
Sriegiirz and Max Weber were on the faculty and where she herself, six years later, 
would be an Assisram Instructor.I' Watkins was associated with advertising and 
wrote the first in-depth essay on the subject of advertising and phomgraphy in 
1926,12 A palladium prim of subde and warm mnalicy, Dom~stk Symphony (fig. 1 0) 
exemplifies her ability to integrate che simplified patterns of Modernist photography 
with the muted qualities of PictOriaIism. 

Although there were Canadian phocographers in the twenties and thirties 
who sought co "refurbish the language of their art," they were willing to do so only 
to a degree that allowed them to remain within the conceptual and formal 
tradition of Pictorialism. The influence that camera clubs and the imperative for 
a nationalist style in phocography exercised over photographers is demonstrated by 
the fact that Man Ray's 0890-1926) twO RayrJgrnmJ, which were sbown with his 
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fig.S Brucr Mrtn.lsr, Collar!!, 1927, grlann SIIvrf", 18 x 23 ("rn, NiUonaI Archl\'C5 of C".anada.. 
(phom: Nallooal Arrhl\~ or Canada. PA 126~o~) 

painting Arr tk TriQmphe, in the Intenwtlo,wl Exhibition 0/ Modem Art organized by 
{he Socie{t~ Anonyme and exhibited at the Art Gallery of Toronto in April 1927. 
went completely unnoticed by commentatOrs. Rather than drawing readers' 
attention to [he radical contribution that his Rayogr .. J1IlS made to the evolution of 
photography, revIews of the /1ItmJaliollal Exhibition commented mstead on the 
Toronto Camera Club's annual Sa/on. The latter had been installed concurrently 
with the /nltrnalionnl with the supposed mtention of countering some of the heat 
generated by the radical exhibition. 

There are various reasons that could account for why a hybrid form of 
Picrorialism and straight photography prevailed 10 Canada over the purer form 
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fil.9 John Vandrrpam, Creation! or Man, 19}4, 
glow lamffll $Jilk, 8 x 10 ,rn, Nallonal 
Archlvr! of earu.da. (Pho!:o: Narionai 
Il.IduVft of Canada. PA 179~~2) 

of Modernist photography. The canon of Pictorial ism was validated by the 
National Gallery of Canada through Its annual hosung of the Canadian 
Inlmwllonal Salon of PhoIographl' Art from 1934 to 1939. Although the Salon did 
not mclude the word ~Pictorialist" m itS tide, the work It promoted was either 
partly or fully PictOnalist In spIrit, ranging from Europeans such as Pierre 
Dubreuil (ace c.I9(0) to Canadians Bruce Metcalfe, Johan Helders, John 
Vanderpam and Yousuf Karsh (h. 19(8). Absem from these annuals was the work 
of the European and American Modernist photOgraphers. 

Although [here was a growing nationalist spirit in Canada and the period 
from rhe late nineteenth century through to the First World War saw the 
establishment of music and art schools, Canada was not propelled imo the 
Modernist movement in photography the way chat Mexico or Russia were. With 
neither Russia nor Mex..ico·s post~revolu[ionary culture of experimentation, nor the 
p~nce of any indigenous, or even temporarily resident Modernist photographers, 
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fig. 10 Margam: Watkms. Domestic Symphony, 1919, palladium pMt, 21 l 16 cm, National Gallery of 
Canada. (Phoro: NatlONI Galltry of Canada, 20,627) 
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Canadians drew from what had already been institutionalized through the camera 
club and international salon circuits. Even if there were Canadian photographers 
who wanted to dissociate their aims from the nationalist agenda, no one here 
advanced the distinction between "contributions to art and contributions to 
national identity" as had the artist David MilneY 

Canadian painters whose expertise was called upon in annual Camera Club 
and International Salon juries were artists who favoured naturalism in their own 
work.36 One of the invited jurors for the Second Canadian International Salon 0/ 
Photogarphic Art in 1935 was the conservative critic and photographer Frank Roy 
Fraprie, who had criticized Stieglitz for showing "more aggressive forms of modern 
art" at '291.'37 Modernist photography was given a more respectful reception by 
Mexico's nationalist painters; "los tres grandes," were sufficiently impressed by the 
photographs ofEdward Weston and later Manuel Nvarez Bravo to take the medium 
seriously as a way of furthering their own visions (as in the case of David Alfaro 
Sigueiros), or participating in photography juries as did Diego Rivera. In contrast, 
Canadian photography went virtually unnoticed by the Group ofSeven.38 The result 
was that Canadian photographers remained marginalized and had a negligible 
impact on the art community as a whole. 

ANN THOMAS 
Curator 
Photographs Collection 
National Gallery of Canada 
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Resume 

ENTRE tANGLE ET LA COURBE 
Le modernisme dans la photographie canadienne 

C omme le pictorialisme, la photographie moderniste erait un mouvement. Meme 
si des similitudes d'expression suggerent un vocabulaire international, les racines 

de I'att de la photographie moderniste, dans tous les pays ou il s'est developpe, dif­
ferent cependant considerablement. En Europe, aux Etats-Unis, en Russie et au 
Mexique, le modernisme en photographie a resulte de circonstances culturelles 
diverses et specifiques et n'a pas suivi une trace evolutionniste regulier. 

Meme si elle provenait de differentes origines culturelles, la photographie mo­
derniste aux Etats-Unis et en Europe erait egalement influencee par le desir de mon­
trer la synchronicite avec le present en explorant de nouvelles idees, de nouveaux su­
jets et de nouvelles techniques de photographie et de se definir par opposition a 
I'esthetique romantique et floue du pictorialisme qui, dans les annees vingt, avait 
degenere en manierisme. Au Mexique et en Russie, cet elan pour se liberer des 
chai'nes du passe erait intensifie par I'experience de la revolution politique. 

L'article souleve la question des rapports entre la photographie canadienne des 
annees vingt et trente et les autres techniques photographiques modernistes. La pho­
tographie canadienne se rapprochait-elle davantage d'un modeIe americain plus clas­
sique ou du modele europeen plus experimental? Montrait-elle quelque caracteris­
tique patticuliere? Et y a-t-il reellement eu des photographes canadiens dont I'ceuvre 
pourrait etre qualifiee de moderniste et qui auraient ete principalement interesses a 
«reformuler le langage de leur art»? 

Les trois influences qui ont marque la direction que la photographie canadienne 
devait prendre dans les annees vingt et trente ont ete le pictorialisme, le nationalisme 
et la peinture canadienne. Le pictorialisme, meme dans la vigueur de ses debuts, etait 
un mouvement conservateur qui imitait le pittoresque de la peinture de plein air du 
XIXe siecle et les aspects gestuels des techniques traditionnelles de gravure, la litho­
graphie et I'eau-forte. Il a toutefois reussi a faire reconnai'tre la photographie comme 

un att. Au Canada, ses liens avec le mouvement pictorialiste americain et europeen 
ont ete forges par Sidney Carter (1880-1956) qui desirait creer un environnement 
favorable a I'exposition et a la critique reflechie d'ceuvres photographiques, selon le 
modHe developpe par Alfred Stieglitz aux Etats-Unis. Catter a organise deux grandes 
expositions mn d'integrer la photographie canadienne au mouvement pictorialiste 
international: le premier Salon du Toronto Camera Club de 1903, ou trente epreuves 
de la collection de prets de la Photo-Secession de New York etaient exposees a cote 
d'ceuvres des membres, et l'exposition pictorialiste internationale de novembre 1907 
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a la Art Association of Montreal. Bien que les deux expositions aient en~ accueillies 
avec une certaine resistance par divers secteurs de la communaute, le pictorialisme 
allait devenir de plus en plus courant au Canada. Grace a 1'omnipresence de camera 
clubs, aux Etats-Unis et au Canada, le pictorialisme avait evolue, dans les annees 
vingt, en deux courants principaux: 1'un, hybride plus interessant de sujets pictoria­
listes et de formes modernistes anguleuses et l'autre, relevant d'un manierisme qui 
embrassait des sujets exotiques et sentimentaux et employait un vocabulaire de con­
tours flous et d'effets d'atmosphere. Tout comme, a 1'interieur du mouvement picto­
rialiste americain, certains elements resistaient au modernisme, au Canada, ces me­
mes elements conservateurs tendaient a reppusser toute tentative de revitaliser le 
vocabulaire de 1'expression. L'absence, au Canada, de lieu d'exposition et de debats sur 
la photographie, en dehors du reseau des camera clubs plus interesses a etablir et 
observer des regles qu'a jeter un regard neuf sur le monde et sa representation visuelle, 
restreignait davantage la possibilite de changement a 1'interieur du mouvement pic­
torialiste lui-meme et le developpement d'un mouvement moderniste. C'est princi­
palement par les ecrits du photographe et peintre canadien Harold Mortimer-Lamb 
(1872-1970), correspondant aupres de la publication britannique annuelle Photograms 
of the Year, que l'on est renseigne sur 1'etat de la photographie au Canada depuis le 
debut du siecle jusqu'au milieu des annees vingt. 

La relation entre peintres et photographes a toujours ete un sujet fecond. Des 
1907, a l' occasion de l' exposition de photographie pictorialiste a Montreal, les artistes 
canadiens ont influence la maniere dont la photographie devait etre re~ue en tant que 
forme d'art. Prenant ombrage de ceque Maurice Maeterlinck parlait de la photogra­
phie comme d'une forme d'art, dans l'essai qui accompagnait le catalogue, ils per­
suaderent le secretaire de 1'Association, John Bethune Abbott, de cacher a la vue du 
public les pages qui contenaient cette declaration. Suivant une pratique en vigueur 
dans nombre d'autres pays, les peintres canadiens, entre autres Charles MacDonald 
Manley, George Agnew Reid et].C Forbes, etaient souvent sollicites pour faire par­
tie de jurys de clubs de photographie ou pour conseiller la selection d'epreuves pour 
les salons internationaux de photographie. Cela a permis aux artistes d'exercer une 
influence considerable sur la direction que devait prendre le medium et il s'agissait 
souvent de peintres qui ne favorisaient pas le naturalisme dans leurs propres ceuvres. 
De meme, un des membres du Second Canadian International Salon of Photographic Art, 
en 1935, etait le critique et photographe traditionaliste Frank Roy Fraprie, qui avait 
reproche a Stieglitz de montrer «des formes plus agressives d'art moderne» a sa 
galerie 291. 

Ainsi, alors que des pays comme le Mexique, la Russie, les Etats-Unis et 
1'Allemagne developpaient une ecole moderniste de photographie, les photographes 
canadiens soumettaient leur art a l'autorite d'artistes travaillant dans un autre me­
dium et subissaient aussi 1'emprise de 1'esthetique du Camera Club. De plus, une 
presence nouvelle et influente, le Groupe des Sept, dictait a 1'opinion canadienne ce 
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que l'art devait ou ne devait pas etre, aussi bien au plan formel qu'au plan intellectuel. 
En liant la recherche d'une identite nationale a la representation du paysage canadien, 
execute dans un style fortement gestuel et pictural, le Groupe des Sept fixa de nou­
velles normes auxquelles les photographes canadiens se referaient continuellement et 
qu'ils s'efforc;aient d'emuler, a partir de 1917 environ. Comme il fallait s'y attendre, 
les photographes etaient plut6t frustres que satisfaits dans leurs efforts pour atteindre 
le meme degre d'individualisme original et robuste que 1'0n retrouvait dans les 
tableaux de leurs compatriotes. Cela n'a rien d'etonnant, vu que les tendances 
deliberement universalistes du mouvement pictorialiste, aussi bien d'ailleurs que du 
mouvement moderniste, s'opposaient a toute recherche de specificite. L'influence 
exercee sur les photographes par les camera clubs et la promotion d'un style nationa­
liste de photographie est demontree par le fait que les deux Rayogrammes de Man Ray, 
exposes avec son tableau Arc de Triomphe lors de l'Exposition internationale d'art moderne 
organisee par la Societe Anonyme et montres a la Art Gallery of Toronto en avril 
1927, ont ete completement ignores, sauf pour une mention au catalogue. 

Les photographes canadiens qui introduisirent dans leurs photographies un 
vocabulaire formel nouveau et typiquement moderniste comportant des perspectives 
aux angles prononces, des vues de dos des sujets, des formes et motifs geometriques 
ainsi que de nets contrastes d'ombre et de lumiere, modifierent la radicalite poten­
tielle de leurs oeuvres en contInuant d'utiliser des elements anecdotiques et pit­
toresques de l'esthetique des camera clubs. Cela se manifestait ou bien par l'inclusion 
d'un titre narratif ou bien par l'adoucissement ou l'attenuation de l'esthetique mo­
derniste pour la faire paraitre moins radicale. Des photographies comme Idle Moments 
de John Kirkland Hodges, 1926, Pool No. 1 ,deJohan Helders, vers 1925, Gas Tanks 
de Brodie Whitelaw, vers 1928, Collars de Bruce Metcalfe, 1927, Strength de John 
Vanderpant, n.d., demontrent qu'il y avait chez les photographes canadiens d'impor­
tants praticiens du style hybride de photographie pictorialiste et moderniste. L'~­
bigwte d'intention que nous voyons dans leurs oeuvres n'etait pas confinee aux pho­
tographes canadiens travaillant exclusivement en milieu canadien, mais elle marquait 
egalement l'oeuvre d'autres photographes qui demeuraient affilies au mouvement 
pictorialiste a l'exterieur de Canada, y compris la Canadienne Margaret Watkins 
(1884-1969), originaire d'Hamilton, qui combinait les vocabulaires pictorialiste et 
moderniste avec une remarquable elegance, comme en temoigne Domestic Symphony, 
1919. Il y avait, dans les annees vingt et trente, des photographes canadiens qui cher­
chaient a «reformuler le langage de leur art», mais qui n'etaient prets a le faire que 
dans la mesure Oll ils pouvaient demeurer a l'interieur des traditions conceptuelles et 
formelles du picrorialisme. 

Traduction: Elise Bonnette 
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