


The 1913 edition of the Spring Exhibition at the Art Association of Montreal 
(aam) provoked a flood of commentary in the newspapers, both by critics 
and by readers, on a scale never seen before in Canada (See Appendix 1).1 
The show, which opened on 26 March and lasted until 19 April, presented 
nearly 500 works by 182 artists and was the first to be held in the luxurious 
new premises on Sherbrooke Street West.2 It was the thirtieth to have been 
sponsored by the aam since it opened its first galleries on Philips Square 
in 1879.3 Provocative headlines and occasional front page coverage led the 
readers into long articles and numerous photographs of the works on the 
inner pages of the papers. Readers responded with passion, challenging and 
defending the critics’ judgements. The latter, in turn, angrily replied to their 
detractors. Over twenty letters to the editors were published in seven of 
the dailies (three French- and four English-language publications) that sold 
in Montreal at that time. All observers agreed that attendance broke new 
records; by the most conservative estimates, over 15,000 people visited the 
show during the twenty-two days that the galleries were open.4 

Contemporary observers were very conscious of the extraordinary nature 
of the event. A review which appeared in the Montreal Daily Witness just 
after closing states: “The spring exhibition at the Art Gallery, which closed 
on Saturday night, proved, as was anticipated, by far the most successful ever 
held under the auspices of the Art Association of Montreal.”5 In his year-
end summary of the visual art scene in Montreal, the critic of The Montreal 
Star, Samuel Morgan-Powell (1867–1962), claimed that, “The thirtieth Spring 
Exhibition of the Art Association of Montreal will be remembered as marking 
a distinct departure from the old routine, the old styles, the old traditions.”6

For the most part, this critic was wrong. The 1913 Spring Exhibition 
(se1913) has not been remembered as marking a distinct departure. In general 
surveys of Canadian art history, when the show is mentioned at all, it is 

The 1913 Spring Exhibition of the Art Association of 
Montreal: Anatomy of a Public Debate

l o r n e  h u s t o n

1  |  The Montreal Daily Star, 25 March 1913, p. 1. The Star gives front page coverage 
to the Spring Exhibition following opening night but makes no mention of the 
controversial paintings until the issue is raised by the smaller newspapers. (Photo: 
author)
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not seen as a turning point but rather as proof of the generally conservative 
attitudes that prevailed in Montreal (and in Canada as a whole) at the turn 
of the century.7 More specific thematic studies, such as Joan Murray’s work 
on Post-Impressionism in Canada, elaborate this perception of the situation: 
“In Montreal, the Spring Show was reviewed with angry ferocity.” She goes 
on to provide a series of snippets of inflammatory prose by the critics and 
an excerpt from the “feisty response” of one of the most criticized painters, 
John G. Lyman (1886–1967).8 Ross King adopts a similar approach in his recent 
essay on the “modernist revolution” in Canada. In his view, the press reaction 
to the Montreal show confirms that Montreal (and Canada in general before 
the advent of the Group of Seven) was “conservative and unadventurous 
in its tastes.”9 An interesting exception to this general view is provided by 
Jean-René Ostiguy in his essay in the catalogue for the exhibition Modernism 
in Quebec Art 1916–1946 held in 1982 at the National Gallery in Ottawa. He 
mentions the se1913 only in passing, though not as proof of conservative taste 
in Quebec, but as foreshadowing the modernist decades to come.10 

To date, the most detailed study of this exhibition is found in the 
catalogue for a major retrospective exhibition on the career of John Lyman 
held in 1986. Louise Dompierre examines the critical reception of the 
exhibition, listing thirty-five articles and letters which appeared in the press 
at the time. While noting that Lyman was “one of the central figures of the 
debates,” she explains the critical reaction as follows: “To understand the 
critics’ attitude it is important to note that, at that time, many Montrealers, 
critics included, still cherished inoffensive allegorical subjects, well observed 
and accurately rendered landscapes and the ‘sane impressionism’ of such 
Canadian artists as Maurice Cullen.”11

I will argue here that, in order to properly understand the critics’ 
reactions, the concept that the art world in Montreal was entrenched in 
tradition needs to be examined more closely. Controversy is a paradoxical 
phenomenon. If the art world in Montreal was so conservative, why did the 
critics pay so much attention to these young artists? Why would critics choose 
to make John Lyman a central figure of debate? He was just twenty-six years 
old and had only begun his career. Surely a truly conservative milieu would 
not even generate a controversy. The jury could have rejected these paintings 
or stuck them in a dark corner somewhere. The newspapers too, could have 
simply ignored these works, as they did so many others which they judged 
incompetent. The relative neglect into which the massive outburst of public 
opinion in 1913 has fallen indicates the degree to which the event has not been 
integrated into a “founding myth” of artistic modernism in Canada. Yet the 
attention it generated in its own time belies the view of a world entrenched 
in tradition. 
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The Spring Exhibition of 1913 provides a particularly fruitful way of 
investigating the dynamics at work in the Montreal art world. Over the years, 
the Spring Exhibitions had become a highlight of the art scene and as such, 
elicited various reactions from artists, critics and the public. The first part of 
this article looks at the Spring Exhibition as an institution and gives a broad 
overview of its evolution as part of the Montreal art world since its inception 
in 1880.

A second part of the analysis looks at the Spring Exhibition of 1913 as a 
specific event. The emphasis is on the dynamics at work for that particular 
exhibition. I will examine the scope and the nature of the polemical 
comments in the newspapers. What place did they occupy within the overall 
newspaper coverage? How did the character of the coverage compare to 
previous years? As we shall see, the 1913 exhibition did include some unusual 
features and these are examined in more detail. 

The final section suggests a few ways in which the preceding analysis can 
contribute to our understanding of the dynamics at work in the Montreal 
art world in 1913. Two aspects of the context are examined in particular: 
the relationship between the art critic and the public, as manifested in the 
numerous letters written to the editor about opinions expressed in the 
newspapers, and the extent to which the public debate was related to the 
issues of modernism and tradition.

PA RT 1:  THE SPRING EXHIBITION A S A N INSTITUTION

The Spring Exhibition could hardly be considered a traditional institution 
in Montreal in 1913. A generation earlier artists had no such annual occasion 
to show their works to the public. In 1879, the aam had built the first hall 
in Canada specifically designed for housing art exhibitions and shortly 
afterwards it announced its intention to hold annual exhibitions mainly 
devoted to contemporary Canadian art. The first such exhibition opened 
its doors on 12 April 1880 just a few weeks after the inaugural exhibition 
of the Royal Canadian Academy (rca) held in Ottawa. By 1913, the Spring 
Exhibition had succeeded in becoming the highlight of the art season in 
Montreal.12 

A comparison between the 1913 Spring Exhibition and a relatively typical 
year in the 1880s provides some feeling for the changes that have occurred. 
The scale of the show had more than tripled (see Table 1).

By 1913, an increasing number of women and French-Canadian artists 
were sharing the exhibition space with the men of British origin who had 
monopolized the shows at the outset. No French-Canadians participated in 
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the Spring Exhibition in 1888. Women artists accounted for a little over a 
quarter (27%) of the artists that year whereas they represented 32% in 1913. 
The types of works shown were also increasingly diverse. While the early 
shows were composed almost exclusively of oil paintings and water colours, 
by 1913, pastels, drawings, sculpture, architectural plans, and ceramics were 
included in the exhibition.13 By all accounts, the works on view comprised 
a fairly representative cross-section of the diversity of contemporary art in 
Canada at that time. A wide variety of works were shown by artists of all 
ages from established artists of the time such as Homer Ransford Watson 
(1855–1936) and Robert Harris (1849–1919) who had developed their painting 
styles in the 1880s, all the way down to the young promising painters in their 
twenties, many of whom, such as Emily Coonan (1885–1971) and Randolph 
Hewton (1888–1960), had studied at the school of the Art Association. In 
addition to these professional or aspiring professional artists, a number 
of amateur artists, often members of the aam or from families that were 
benefactors, showed their works at these art shows. As one reviewer of the 
1910 Spring Exhibition put it: “A picture finds its level there as the individual 
finds his place in the society of his fellowmen.”14 

Clearly then, on an institutional level at least, there is nothing to indicate 
that the art world in Montreal was a bastion of tradition. Over this same 

Source: Catalogues of the Spring Exhibition at the Art Association of Montreal in 1888  

and 1913
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Table 1  |  Number of artists and works shown at Spring Exhibitions aam
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period (1880–1913) which saw the growth of the Spring Exhibitions, the aam 
had founded an art library and an art school for training artists and had 
presided over two major expansions of its installations. In fact, this period 
(1880–1913) corresponds to one of the most dynamic eras in the economic 
history of Montreal and to a period of rapid growth of cultural institutions.15

The Niche of the Spring Exhibition in Relation to Other Major Art 
Exhibitions at the AAM

Further, it should be noted that the spring shows, unlike other exhibitions 
held regularly in the galleries of the Art Association, were oriented toward 
the idea of showing how the art world was evolving. They were not like the 
Loan Exhibitions, which were held from time to time to allow the public to 
discover some of the prestigious works held in private collections of the city. 
The paintings shown there were usually from earlier periods and of European 
origin. Nor were they like those of the Royal Canadian Academy, held in 
Montreal every two or three years. The rca shows were composed solely 
of works sent by full and associate members of the institution whereas the 
spring show was, by its very nature, more diverse and contemporary. In 1913, 
the Spring Exhibition attracted twice as many visitors as the rca exhibition, 
held in Montreal a little later in the year.16 One contemporary observer 
compared the rca exhibition to the Spring Exhibition of the aam in the 
following terms: 

In one way it is more important to know where we stand in art as a 
people than to know that we have individuals who excel as painters, 
and one Spring Exhibition teaches us more about the former than half 
a dozen Academy Exhibitions can. The latter are, largely and rightly 
the more or less happy hunting grounds of the professional and the 
amateur expert, while the Spring Exhibition fulfills its mission best 
when it displays a fair average of the country’s serious aspirants.17 

It is not surprising then that the more tolerant, pluralist attitude shown by 
the jury of the Spring Exhibition would come under fire by some critics. The 
Montreal Herald led the charge in this respect. In 1912, it opened its coverage 
of the Spring Exhibition with a provocative headline: “Art Show Looks As If 
the Hanging Committee Slept.” The critic went on:

The hanging committee has completely abdicated all its functions as 
a director of public taste, as a critic of the work of young artists and 
experimental schools, as Montreal’s chief artistic authority.18
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The critic of the Montreal Daily Witness, on the other hand, defended 
the hanging committee and noted how many works of art had actually 
been refused by the jury. This critic seems to have benefited from inside 
information on the way the committee worked since no public accounting of 
the jury’s deliberations was available. 

Nearly three hundred pictures failed to find their way into this year’s 
exhibition [377 were admitted], and some others were entered with 
hesitancy where, in spite of defects, decided ability was shown. It is 
the policy of the association to be much severer upon the work of 
those who intend to make a living by their art both as a protection to 
the public, and to discourage them as early as possible from a calling 
in which they could never meet success. If no improvement is shown 
in the work of artists whose canvasses are given admittance one year 
on trial after one or two seasons it is no longer admitted.19

The critic of The Montreal Star too, defended the policy of the hanging 
committee in the name of encouraging public debate: 

Everyone should visit the Spring Exhibition now on at the Art Gallery 
and decide for himself whether it is or is not a good exhibition. Some 
critics have been blamed for praising, others praised for blaming. The 
chief thing to remember about this much discussed Spring Exhibition 
is that it is an exhibition which aims to give everyone a chance to 
show his or her work and to obtain from the public an opinion on the 
same work.20

Because its mandate was to highlight what was new, it is clear that the 
Spring Exhibition of the Art Association was not dedicated to celebrating 
traditional art forms. It was an exhibition of contemporary art and the jury 
was sensitive to the fact that there would be little interest in an annual 
exhibition if it showed essentially the same thing from year to year. One of 
the members of the hanging committee in 1913 said just this in response to a 
challenge by a reporter from The Montreal Herald:

It seems to me that they [those who criticize the hanging committee 
for a lax attitude on admission of art work] take a wrong point of 
view with regard to pictures at an annual exhibition. You’d think that 
everything would have to be a masterpiece to get in. There wouldn’t 
be many in there in that case, and I think they’d bore people to death 
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into the bargain. I don’t know what they expect of us as a hanging 
committee. It’s not only what one likes oneself that matters.21

Evolution of Newspaper Coverage of the Spring Exhibition

The storm of articles and letters which appeared in 1913 presupposes the 
existence of a newspaper market which reaches out to a mass circulation 
audience. In contrast, when Impressionism was introduced to the Canadian 
public in the 1880s, it was much more difficult to obtain an idea of the 
paintings under discussion. Public exhibitions of art were sporadic, photo 
reproductions were not published in the newspapers, the number of 
Canadian students studying abroad was much smaller, and the big private art 
collections in Montreal had not yet been built up.22 

The growth in the newspaper coverage of the Spring Exhibition parallels 
the increase in the number of works and artists involved. The anonymous 
critics of the 1880s barely devoted a few hundred words to the show in the 
inner pages of the newspapers and their comments were meant to encourage 
art patrons to attend the exhibition rather than to comment on specific works: 
“It is to be hoped that none will miss seeing this really estimable collection of 
paintings” concludes the review appearing in The Gazette during the Spring 
Exhibition of 1883.23 By contrast, at the end of the first decade of the twentieth 
century, newspaper coverage was prominently placed and often involved a 
preliminary article about opening night and then one or two more articles in 
the following days. 

In this general sense then, one can see that the debates that ensued in 
1913 took place in a modern framework, but this says little about the specific 
nature of the discussions. To what extent were they exceptional?

Part  2:  The Spring Exhibition of 1913 as  an  event

The writer in the Witness began his article by describing the gasps of 
astonishment, indignation and derisive comment caused by the Post-
Impressionists at the opening of the exhibition. “Immensity of canvas, 
screamingly discordant colors and execrable drawing are the methods 
they have employed to jar the public eye,” he wrote.24 

In The Montreal Daily Star, Samuel Morgan-Powell attacks his 
[Lyman’s] canvases as examples of the dreaded Post-Impressionism, 
haughtily dismissed as “A fad, an inartistic fetish for the amusement 
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of bad draughtsmanship, incompetent colourists and others who find 
themselves unqualified to paint pictures.”25 

These two excerpts are typical of how present-day art historians Murray 
and King focus on the purported sense of outrage of the Montreal public in 
1913. This section attempts to outline the context within which the original 
polemical comments occurred and to question the way they are interpreted 
today. The first question one might ask is to what extent were comments 
such as these typical of the press coverage? Were similar comments present 
in all the newspapers? What importance was given them in the newspaper as 
a whole? Even within a given article, to what extent did they set the tone for 
the entire review? And how typical were comments such as these compared 
to years gone by? This first set of questions seeks to establish the boundaries 
which delimited the polemical comments noted above.

Once the shape of the polemical commentary is defined, once we know 
more about where it begins and stops, it becomes possible to suggest factors 
that are behind it. This is the focus of the second part of this section. 

The Shape of the Newspaper Coverage of the Spring Exhibition of 1913

1. It was extensive
The first thing to recognize is that the newspaper coverage was huge. The 
Montreal newspapers, both French and English, were analyzed from the 
period of 17 March (nine days before opening night), until 2 June 1913 (six 
weeks after closing).26 Taken as a whole, this press coverage is far greater 
than any other exhibition previously held at the Art Association. This type of 
systematic analysis of press coverage of art exhibitions is rare in art history, 
so it is difficult to make comparisons. A rough estimate can be gathered from 
the scrapbooks which were compiled by the Art Association on the press 
coverage of their shows.27 These records do not necessarily include all the 
press reaction to any given exhibition. They are notably weak, at least for 
the early history of the Art Association, on articles published in the French-
language press. Nevertheless, they do give a general idea of the amount of 
reaction, which can be compared from year to year. There were twice as 
many press clippings included in the aam scrapbooks for se1913 as compared 
to se1912 (15 densely packed pages as compared to 7.5) and four or five times 
that of earlier years (1906, 1907, 1908). The 1911 Spring Exhibition (11 pages) 
and the 1909 Exhibition of Modern French Art held at the Art Association (7 
pages) were the next biggest years.

Only two Montreal dailies, Le Canada, closely aligned with the Liberal 
party of Wilfrid Laurier at the time, and the Yiddish-language Keneder 
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Adler,29 made no mention of the 1913 exhibition, but all other dailies, Liberal, 
Conservative, and independent, in French and in English, covered the show. 
The coverage in the weeklies was much less widespread. Articles were found 
only in The Mirror, a fashionable English-language publication, and Le Pays, a 
left-wing French-language newspaper. 

2. It was in English
A summary reading of Table 2 shows the huge discrepancy (8:1) in the 
coverage by English- and French-language newspapers. Put simply, the 1913 
Spring Exhibition at the Art Association provoked little controversy in the 
French-language press. The coverage in the mass-circulation dailies (La 
Presse and La Patrie) was remarkably similar to previous years. The authors 
of these articles did not see the show as controversial and did not join in the 
discussion launched in the English-language press. It was a non-issue. This 
is not to say that they didn’t comment on the same paintings. La Presse, in 
particular, gave a generally favourable review of the show and lauded some 
of the very artists that were denounced in the English-language press. The 
French-language press, however, did not see these works as a radical break 
with the past and, on the contrary, they emphasised the continuity with past 
work. Writing in La Presse, Albert Laberge30 focused his attention on the work 
of the “colourists,” commending “Suzor-Coté, Maurice Cullen, A.Y. Jackson 
et Randolph Hewton” as true artists who are taking up the struggle launched 
by Manet and his followers forty years earlier in Paris: “Ils triompheront un 
jour, mais à l’heure actuelle, ils reçoivent à part un ou deux, qu’un maigre 

Table 2  |  Newspaper coverage of the 1913 Spring Exhibition

Newspapers	 # articles	 # words	 circulation28

La Patrie	 1	 450	 48,237
La Presse	 2	 2,400	 114,365
Le Devoir	 1	 1,600	 20,000
Le Pays (weekly)	 2	 1,050	 n/a
The Gazette	 5	 5,600	 20,754
The Montreal Herald	 5	 3,450	 26,033
The Mirror (weekly)	 1	 2,200	 n/a
The Montreal Star	 26	 19,000	 83,352
Montreal Daily Witness	 9	 6,250	 29,178

total	 52	 42,000
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encouragement et leur seule satisfaction est d’être fidèles à leurs convictions et 
de peindre suivant leur idéal.”31 

La Patrie, for its part, gave a routine review of the Spring Exhibition, 
emphasizing the diversity of styles on view. The reviewer repeated mantras 
of previous years when he mentioned a general improvement in the level of 
painting.

If any controversy is evident in the French-language press it appears in 
Godfroy Langlois’s small left-wing weekly, Le Pays. On the very last day of the 
spring show, Le Pays published a letter from a reader denouncing the review 
written by Léon Lorrain in Bourassa’s newspaper, Le Devoir. In particular, 
this reader criticized the excessive praise showered upon Marc-Aurèle 
de Foy Suzor-Coté’s (1869–1937) sculpture of Le Vieux Pionnier Canadien. 
Where Lorrain sees an example of healthy nationalism, the writer in Le Pays 
sees evidence of the critic’s crass mercantilism in promoting the career of 
Suzor-Coté.32

As we shall see, this difference in the newspaper coverage between the 
French and English-language press provides a clue to understanding the 
nature of the controversy. 

3. It was taken over by The Montreal Star
The Montreal Star provided by far the most coverage, almost as much as all 
the other newspapers combined. This is largely due to the fact that it became 
the principal forum for debate. The Montreal Star usually supported the 
Conservative Party in Federal elections but it was first and foremost a mass-
circulation daily, with the largest readership in English Canada. It was the 
only newspaper that could afford to hire a journalist, Samuel Morgan-Powell, 
who specialized in the arts.33 

It is interesting to note, however, that the polemical nature of the 
newspaper coverage began with the smaller newspapers which were generally 
associated with the Liberal Party: Montreal Daily Witness and The Montreal 
Herald. The Witness was a self-appointed mouthpiece for Protestant opinion. 
It supported struggles for social reform: for temperance, for social hygiene, 
and against what it perceived as the generally reactionary tendencies of the 
Catholic Church, both French-Canadian and Irish. The Montreal Herald was 
more of a muckraker newspaper at this point; it would print almost any copy 
that would sell newspapers, especially local news, crime stories, and natural 
disasters all over the world.34 These papers began their coverage by focusing 
on the gasps of astonishment purported to have been emitted by viewers on 
opening night. They were the ones that printed screaming headlines such as 
“Post-Impressionists Shock Local Art Lovers at the Spring Art Exhibition” 
(Montreal Daily Witness) and “Futurist Pictures Cause Stir at Spring Art 
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Exhibit. Does Committee Endorse ‘Infanticist School’ Patrons Want to Know” 
(The Montreal Herald). The Montreal Star and The Gazette, which had both 
supported Borden’s Conservatives against Laurier’s Liberals in the 1911 federal 
elections, made no mention of such outraged reactions on opening night and 
gave relatively standard reviews of the show to begin with. The Conservative 
newspapers also devoted a special article to the Spring Exhibition as a social 
event, giving long lists of the names of the local celebrities who made an 
appearance at the opening night of the exhibition while the Liberal-leaning 
Witness and Herald did not concern themselves with such formalities. The 
outrageous character of the se1913 was not mentioned in The Montreal Star 
until the weekend edition following opening night (Fig. 1). From then on, 
however, the mass-circulation newspaper would keep stoking the fires of 
debate for the next two months. 

4. It was central
As can be gathered from the previous comments, the controversy was central 
to the coverage in the English-language newspapers. It is striking to note how 
the very same opinions on the very same paintings were treated in completely 
different ways in the French- and English-language newspapers. Like 
Morgan-Powell in The Montreal Star, Lorrain writing in Le Devoir was highly 
critical of Lyman and Hewton but this criticism was not a central feature in 
his coverage of the exhibition. Lorrain’s comments were tucked away in a 
short paragraph towards the end of his review and did not define his overall 
perception of the show.35 Morgan-Powell, on the other hand, became involved 
in a very personal and heated exchange of letters with Lyman. In general, the 
English-language newspapers put the controversy at the very heart of their 
coverage of the exhibition. Only The Gazette maintained an even keel. It 
recognized the controversy but declined to participate actively. The Montreal 
Herald and the Montreal Daily Witness devoted almost half of their coverage 
of the opening of the show to the young artists whose works were creating 
such a sensation. The writer in the Montreal Daily Witness wrote, “These 
‘Sans-Culottes’ have actually managed to dominate the whole exhibition.”36 
The letters to the editor which appeared in The Montreal Star in sympathy 
or in reaction to the numerous articles written by Morgan-Powell were 
overwhelmingly concerned with the controversial paintings, usually referred 
to as Post-Impressionist but also Futurist, Cubist, Infanticist, amongst other 
epithets.

5. It was unique
Comments such as these are what the 1913 Spring Exhibition is remembered 
for today. Yet there is something rather curious about the violence of these 
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remarks. They were not at all typical of reviews of the spring show published 
in previous years which tended to be very indulgent and benign. The contrast 
is all the more surprising in light of the fact that A.Y. Jackson (1882–1974), 
Hewton, and Lyman, the three most criticized artists in 1913, had been 
sending works to the Spring Exhibition for two or three years. The first two 
painters had elicited a few minor, but encouraging, remarks in passing.37 
The remarks on Lyman’s paintings were more cautious but the critic in The 
Montreal Star deemed them worthy of notice, and suggested they should be 
well studied before they were too hastily condemned.38 In 1912, there was only 
one mention of Post-Impressionism and that was in a special contribution to 
The Gazette, written by the art dealer, William R. Watson (1887–1971).39 What 
had happened during the interval? 

Exploring the Boundaries of the Newspaper Coverage

The preceding analysis of the newspaper coverage would thus seem to 
contradict the generally held notion that the violent criticism directed towards 
the young artists was a knee-jerk reaction on the part of a conservative public 
to radically new paintings. How can we explain the drastic change in tone 
between 1912 and 1913? There may have been incremental changes in the style 
of painting of the artists over the year but there had been no major break. In 
1913, Morgan-Powell admitted that it was between 1909 and 1911 that Lyman’s 
style of painting underwent a radical change.40 So why did similar paintings 
not elicit similar reactions?

How could the violent criticism be a simple response to radically new 
paintings if no such response was forthcoming in the French-language 
newspapers? It would be difficult to argue that the French-Canadian public 
was more accustomed to modern trends in painting, and thus less infuriated 
by them. In fact, as we shall see, the explanation of the polemical nature of 
the English-Canadian reaction was more for the opposite reason. It was not 
because the critics were unaware of international trends in contemporary 
art that they were hostile; it was rather their perception of these trends that 
shaped their attitudes. What the most vociferous members of the English 
community were reacting to was not so much the paintings in front of their 
eyes in Montreal but the debates on Post-Impressionism in London and 
New York. 

The Issue of Post-Impressionism

The term ‘Post-Impressionism’ was new in 1913. It came into prominence 
when the British critic, Roger Fry, used it as a title for an art exhibition 
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he organized at the Grafton Galleries in London in November 1910. The 
reaction of the British press to this first exhibition of Post-Impressionism 
was enormous and much more polemical than it had been when they were 
first confronted with Impressionism.41 In many ways, public reaction to 
Post-Impressionism in England can be seen as a prefiguring the reception in 
Montreal two and a half years later. All the daily London newspapers and 
many of the more specialized periodicals carried articles, photographs, and 
letters to the editor about the exhibition. After an initial period of almost 
unmitigated hostility, the articles in support of the paintings shown became 
more frequent. 

If the Post-Impressionist exhibitions in London constituted the initial 
reference point that influenced reactions to the phenomenon in Montreal, 
the more immediate influence was most certainly the famous Armory Show 
which had closed in New York City just ten days before the opening of 
the Montreal Spring Exhibition. The London exhibitions had also had an 
effect on the New York show. Two of the instigators of the Armory Show, 
Walter Kuhn and Arthur B. Davies, had in fact attended the Second Post-
Impressionist exhibition held in London in 1912 and many of the artists 
represented there were also part of the New York show.42

Heralded as a turning point in the critical reception of modern art 
in the United States, the Armory Show presented, for the first time in 
North America, the most current works by the European avant-gardes. It 
included over four hundred paintings by artists such as Matisse and Picasso, 
Marcel Duchamp and Francis Picabia, as well as the spiritual fathers of 
Post-Impressionism: Cézanne, Van Gogh, and Gauguin. The exhibition 
comprised about 1,300 works of art, two-thirds of which were by American 
artists. In terms of public interest, the show was a resounding success. Over 
70,000 people visited the exhibition and the press coverage was immense. 
In New York, as in London, there was a real controversy. The violent 
criticism and mocking reviews of some critics were met with passionate and 
lengthy defences of the new schools of art in other quarters. At the time 
of the Montreal Spring exhibition, a reduced edition of the Armory Show, 
comprised mainly of the European paintings, was on its way to Chicago and 
would later be shown in Boston.43 

That critics and the public in Montreal were interested in the Armory 
Show is in no doubt. As the Spring Exhibition in Montreal and the Chicago 
version of the Armory Show were winding down, at least two articles 
appeared in the Montreal papers indicating that there had been an attempt 
to bring a version of the Armory Show to Montreal. The idea fell through 
however, according to The Gazette, because Montreal had no venue capable 
of showing the 1,300 works involved.44 The Montreal Star published a lengthy 
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article on Picasso’s paintings at the Armory Show; it was written by Marius 
de Zayas, a close collaborator of Alfred Stieglitz at the time.45 John Lyman also 
made reference to the Armory Show when he accused his tormentor, Morgan-
Powell in The Montreal Star, of “nourishing his pen with the sensational 
inaccuracies that appeared in the New York yellow press.”46 Morgan-Powell 
acknowledged that he had read a major article on Post-Impressionism 
published by Royal Cortissoz, the dean of art criticism in New York.47 This 
was hardly published in the yellow press however, but in the April issue of 
The Century Magazine, a serious literary monthly. 

Thus it appears that opinion in Montreal was being developed in 
relation to the debates on Post-Impressionism in London and New York. 
However, it is important to realize that our understanding of the term ‘Post-
Impressionism’ is not identical with the way it was understood a century 
ago when the concept was being forged. Today we tend to see it simply as 
a convenient label to designate modern trends in French painting which 
occurred after the death of Manet (1883) and before the development of 
Cubism (1910). Murray describes it as an attempt to “create a more expressive 
and individual kind of art, partly through bolder, abstracted forms, partly 
through decorative elements of line and composition, partly through the 
use of bright, sometimes arbitrary colour.”48 This description emphasizes 
the formal concerns of Post-Impressionism but it leaves out a very important 
element which, as we shall see, dominated the discussion of the movement in 
Montreal in 1913. For most observers of the day, and indeed for the critic who 
coined the term, Post-Impressionism was a form of primitivism. 

In an article published in the British periodical, The Nation, shortly after 
the London show opened, Fry explained his view of Post-Impressionism.

[It is a] revolt against the photographic vision of the nineteenth 
century, and even against the tempered realism of the last four 
hundred years … At once the question is likely to arise: Why should 
the artist wantonly throw away all the science with which the 
Renaissance and the succeeding centuries have endowed mankind? 
Why would he wilfully return to primitive, or, as it is derisively 
called, barbaric art? The answer is that it is neither wilful nor 
wanton but simply necessary, if art is to be rescued from the hopeless 
encumbrance of its own accumulations of science; if art is to regain 
its power to express emotional ideas, and not to become an appeal to 
curiosity and wonder at the artist’s perilous skill.49

The formal concerns (bolder abstracted forms, decorative elements 
of line, and colour), which are paramount to our understanding of Post-
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Impressionism today, were not the primary focus of this doctrine in 1913. To 
the extent that these considerations were mentioned, they were considered as 
the means by which emotional ideas could be expressed. 

So what did the term mean to observers in Montreal in 1913? It would 
seem that the polemical charge that exploded in Montreal with the 
introduction of the term ‘Post-Impressionism’ was substantially related 
to its anti-intellectual, “anti-civilizational” message. Here too, much as in 
Britain and the United States, when Post-Impressionism was not considered 
simply a hoax, it was perceived as a form of primitivism. This is certainly 
the interpretation given to the movement by the art dealer William Watson, 
writing in The Gazette in 1912. He claimed that he had studied the movement 
and had visited galleries in Paris which showed the works of Gauguin and 
Cézanne. However, he suggests that the goal of these artists is not progress 
but rather “to go back to the art of very early peoples, to bring back their 
simplicity and innocence of vision; but with it comes cold crudity and a 
technique of retrogression.”50

This vision of Post-Impressionism as a form of primitivism was also 
expressed by painter Maurice Cullen (1866–1934) when the journalist from 
The Montreal Herald asked him to share his views on the doctrine. The Post-
Impressionist, says Cullen, is “a man who tries to get before impressions and 
to paint things as a child would.”51

These observers assuredly recognized Post-Impressionism as something 
new, but the call for primitivism in art was not generally recognized as 
progress in much the same way as observers of all periods of history, 
including today’s progressive observers of contemporary society, do not see all 
emerging trends as positive, or even modern.

This context can help us understand the reactions to Post-Impressionism 
at the se1913. The paintings of Lyman, Jackson, and Hewton were viewed 
against the backdrop of an international polemic on Post-Impressionism in 
London and New York, and the Montreal critics were eager to weigh in for 
this fight. Or more precisely, the English-language critics felt called upon to 
give their opinions. For them, it could be argued, the struggle against the 
primitivism of Post-Impressionism was analogous to the defence of the British 
Empire waged by the Canadian imperialists of the day.52 It was a struggle for 
civilization and progress against tribalism in which Canada had a vital role to 
play. 

The debate on Post-Impressionism as a form of primitivism had little 
resonance with French-Canadian opinion. The debate had not been framed in 
these terms within the French-language press of the time. Post-Impressionism 
as a label for current trends in art belonged exclusively to the international 
English-speaking art world. Apollinaire, for example, the famous poet and 
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frequent writer on modern art currents in Paris, did not use the term. Even 
in an article written a few months after the first London exhibition on exactly 
the same artists and from a very similar perspective as that adopted by Fry, 
Apollinaire made no reference to Post-Impressionism.53 Apollinaire spoke of 
the disciples of Cézanne, Van Gogh, and Gauguin, or extolled the merits of 
the Fauves, but he did not group them together under the heading of Post-
Impressionism. In the English-language press however, Post-Impressionism 
had become a highly-charged polemical issue which served to galvanize 
critical opinion against some of the new trends in art. 

Part  3:  Issues in debate at the 1913 Spring Exhibition

What can we learn from this study of the se1913? In this final section, I 
attempt to identify some of the dynamics at work in the Montreal art world 
that have been obscured by the exclusive focus on the sensational nature 
of some of the art criticism. The first dynamic studied here concerns the 
relationship between the art critic and the public. The Spring Exhibition 
initiated a very lively debate concerning the role of the critic and this has not 
received the attention it deserves. The second aspect tackles the question of 
the opposition between modernism and tradition. To what extent does this 
study of se1913 confirm or modify our perception of the nature of the art 
world in Montreal at that time?

The Role of the Critic

Studies of early art criticism in Canada tend to focus on the points of view 
expressed by critics and the role they played in influencing, or at least 
reflecting, public opinion.54 This is the principal reason that articles on young 
audacious artists at the turn of the century (Lyman, Jackson) cite in detail 
the violent abuse that these artists endured at the hands of the critics. This 
approach tends to obscure the fact that such criticism is, in itself, modern 
and this recent characteristic of the art world did not exist even a single 
generation earlier. 

What is most interesting about the newspaper coverage of the se1913 is 
not so much its conservative or traditional point of view but the awkward and 
ill-defined way in which it was expressed and the readers’ challenges to this 
new public voice. The newspapers of the period are full of fascinating letters 
that attempt to critically assess the points of view expressed in the ongoing 
controversy surrounding the se1913. Over twenty letters were written to the 
newspapers of the day. When trying to make sense of this correspondence, 
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a word of caution may be useful. There were no formally recognized art 
critics writing for daily newspapers in Montreal in 1913. The editor assigned 
generalist reporters to cover the art shows or printed articles written by 
special contributors who often had more detailed knowledge of the art world 
than the regular journalists. 

Not a lot is known about the men who wrote on art issues for the daily 
newspapers. Nothing is known about the journalists who covered the se1913 
in The Gazette, The Montreal Herald, or the Montreal Daily Witness. The most 
prolific writer of the day was undoubtedly Samuel Morgan-Powell.55 He only 
started signing his articles in 1913 but he had apparently been working at 
various Montreal newspapers since 1905. At 45 years of age, Morgan-Powell 
was no longer a mere cub reporter but in fact his career at The Montreal 
Star would last another forty years. His position was unique in Montreal. 
He basically took control of the cultural pages of the main English-language 
newspaper, writing tirelessly and at great length, not only on the visual arts 
but also on literature, music, and especially theatre. 

It is possible to identify some of the special contributors. The Gazette 
carried an article by William R. Watson, an up-and-coming young art dealer 
at the time.56 One of the most articulate contributors to The Montreal Star, 
who took violent issue with Morgan-Powell, was Harold Mortimer-Lamb 
(1872–1970), an avid member of the Pictorialist movement in photography and 
an active member of the Art Association.57 Some of these special contributions 
were no doubt solicited by the newspaper; others were volunteered. In almost 
all cases, however, the special contributors, whether they were art dealers or 
collectors, aspiring writers or painters, had specific interests they wished to 
defend in addition to their role as art critic. 

The exact definition of an art critic and what authority this voice carried 
was thus relatively nebulous at the time. The same can be said about the 
reader. Quite clearly, some of the letters to the editor were written by very 
knowledgeable people who backed up their points of view with specific 
examples of paintings seen at exhibitions in London, New York, and Paris, 
as well as by references to international art historians of the day.58 Some of 
the painters or members of their families sent letters to the editor.59 A reader 
who signed his letter “H.R.W.” claims to have inside knowledge on the 
deliberations of the “Art Club.” This reader was most likely Homer Ransford 
Watson who was a founding member of the Canadian Art Club in Toronto 
and first president from 1907 until 1911.60 Another reader signs his/her letter 
“arca” (Associate member of the Royal Canadian Academy). As citizens, 
these contributors had an inherent right to speak their mind but they were 
obviously trying to support their point of view by citing a legitimate authority. 
The fuzzy frontier between critic and reader practically disappears when we 
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discover that the most outspoken art critic, Morgan-Powell, was not content 
to simply write his regular articles in the newspaper but felt he must write 
letters to his own editor in rebuttal of the criticism he received from other 
readers. Morgan-Powell was thus both critic and reader in this exchange.61

The impression that one is witnessing an uncharted form of public debate 
is heightened by the fact that there was no specific place and no specific 
format within the newspaper which framed the discussion. Half the letters 
were relatively standard letters to the editor, published under a general 
heading which identified them as such. Most were concise comments (less 
than 200 words) headed up by a short title in bold print which summarized 
the point of view. These were rarely signed with a name, usually only initials 
or some kind of a pseudonym. 

The other half of the letters was comprised of longer articles displaying 
a headline. Usually, these were signed by the author, but not always. These 
contributions began with the address: “To the editor,” and sometimes they 
were published alongside the more standard letters to the editor but their 
place in the newspaper was ill-defined. Newspapers published literary pages 
in the weekend editions and dedicated pages to the performing arts; regular 
theatre seasons and musical concerts were now assigned to specific pages 
in the paper and featured regular banners. However, the visual arts had no 
standardized place in the newspapers of the day and this is reflected in the 
relatively unstructured character of the public debate on the se1913.

Challenging the Critic

The first line of attack on the critics was launched by Frederick Gold Lyman, 
father of the young painter who was most severely criticized.62 It should be 
mentioned that the painter himself was apparently still in Paris during the 
Spring Exhibition and would only return to Montreal in time to prepare for 
his solo exhibition to be held at the Art Association in May. It is also useful to 
know that the Lyman family was closely associated with the aam . An aunt in 
the family had been a serious amateur artist; others had been collectors63 and 
members of the board. Cleveland Morgan, who was just beginning his long 
involvement with the aam, was John Lyman’s cousin. There is no indication 
that the Lyman family was acting as a united clan in support of their prodigal 
son in his dealings with the aam in 1913. It is more likely that most of this 
extended family had little more understanding of his artistic interests than 
the general art public of the day. Nevertheless, John G. Lyman was not an 
unknown quantity when he sent his works to the Spring Exhibitions. The 
hanging committee at the aam knew who he was, even if no special pressure 
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was applied in favour of accepting his work or placing it favourably. His works 
had been accepted since he began sending them two years earlier. 

The substance of Lyman Sr.’s attack was based on the poor track record of 
critics in the past. Frederick Gold Lyman warned readers against putting too 
much faith in the opinions of critics and recalled the famous quarrel between 
the Ruskin and Whistler in 1879; Whistler’s paintings, then so criticized, had 
since become collector’s items. This theme of the fallibility of critics was 
subsequently echoed both by John Lyman and Mortimer-Lamb. 

Morgan-Powell however, was not impressed with this argument. He 
replied, quite logically, that the past record of critics in general was a 
specious argument when it came to defending the works on view at the 
Spring Exhibition. It is not because a work is fiercely criticized today that it 
necessarily has any particular merit.64 

Nevertheless, readers were anxious to check the opinions of the critics 
against other sources. One reader, for example, called upon the press to 
publish the opinions of some of the artists: 

How interesting it would be, could we have the opinions of Delacroix, 
Millet, Manet and Whistler – especially Whistler – as to this recent 
Art Movement. But could you not somehow, for the benefit of your 
readers, let us know what such well-known artists as Mr. Brymner, 
Mr. Suzor Cote and Mr. Morrice think of it, who could speak with 
authority in Canada, and without incurring any accusation of 
ignorance and Philistinism? I know very little of the movement, and 
should be glad to understand it better.65 

In fact, The Montreal Herald had published just such an article, in which 
William Brymner, president of the Royal Academy and director of the art 
school at the Art Association, had come out in clear support of his former 
pupils, Jackson and Hewton. Other artists consulted were Laura Muntz 
(1860–1930) (who cautiously supported the young artists, “if they are sincere”) 
and George Horne-Russell (1861–1933) who was non-committal. Maurice 
Cullen, on the other hand, was positively vicious in his attack on them and 
treated the paintings as a hoax.66

Mortimer-Lamb formulated a second line of attack on the critics. 
Since critics are fallible in their judgement of art, he argued, they should 
concentrate on explaining the aims of the artists. “There is but one excuse 
for art criticism, that of guiding public opinion to a clearer conception of 
the significance of art … In short [the critic], must be a man of the broadest 
sympathies and of extraordinary catholicity of taste, capable of disregarding 
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his own personal predilections in favour of any one school of expression, in 
order to determine conscientiously and impartially the art value of any work 
on which he is called upon to pass judgment.”67

This position elicits a sarcastic reaction on the part of another reader 
(H.R.W. – Homer Ransford Watson). The only things missing from Mortimer-
Lamb’s portrait of the ideal critic, he suggests, “are his wings.” Watson calls 
upon the knowledgeable observer to have the courage of his convictions and 
not to allow himself to be intimidated by “fear that posterity may possibly 
vote him a dunce for his misjudging of contemporary masterpieces.”68 Watson 
is clearly struggling with the fact that art historical judgment can no longer be 
considered in terms of immutable standards of beauty and truth. Standards 
change and an art critic lives in the fear of being seen as a “dunce” by future 
generations. This is a particularly significant argument because it not only 
tends to confirm Watson’s own conservative tastes, but also acknowledges the 
existence of contrary modernist views. 

Mortimer-Lamb wanted the critic to be an objective reporter, someone 
who could explain the work of art on its own terms. This goal was supported 
by another reader in a letter written in reaction to the newspaper coverage 
of the solo exhibition of John Lyman in May 1913. This letter, signed simply 
“A Reader,” expressed surprise that The Montreal Star had published two 
very different reviews of the show. The first one to appear was signed by a 
new critic (M.C.J.)69 and the other by the regular critic (Morgan-Powell). The 
second was not technically, as the reader believed, a review published by the 
newspaper. It was in fact a letter to the editor written by Morgan-Powell. 
Apparently, he had not been assigned to cover this solo exhibition of Lyman’s 
paintings and could only make his opinion felt by sending a 1,600-word letter 
to the editor.70 Why two reviews, this reader asks? Either the first critic did 
a good job and it should not be necessary to cover the show again or he did 
a bad job and it should not have been published.71 The publication of two 
reviews was inconsistent with the idea that an objective critic should transmit 
an authoritative viewpoint. 

The debate entered into its third and final round when it attempted to 
define the limits of legitimate art criticism. Mortimer-Lamb finally declared 
that art criticism was at best “futile,” because it does not help the public 
appreciate art, and at worst “wicked,” since it can prejudice the public against 
discovering new forms of art.72 Visibly stung by this criticism, Morgan-Powell 
heatedly replied: “Sir, I would be the last person in the world to wish to 
prejudice anybody against any work of art. What I am interested in doing is 
in warning the public against fakirs who invite them to pay good Canadian 
money for daubs that have no relation to art, that possess no taste, value, or 
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significance, and that are judged by the leading figures in the art world of 
today as having no right to be considered works of art.”73

Lyman now joined directly in the debate. He argued that, because 
it is valued by art journals and collectors of fine art all over Europe, the 
very criteria invoked by Morgan-Powell, Post-Impressionism constitutes a 
recognized school of art:

Anyone who consults the articles that appeared in many London 
journals during the Post-Impressionist exhibitions of the last two 
years can assure himself that there are many who intend to laugh last 
and best. Many pictures from these shows were bought for English 
collections; and as for Paris – scarcely a remaining work of the 
dead Post-Impressionists can be found on the market at any price. 
This week is being held a show of eleven paintings by Matisse [at 
Bernheim-Jeune in Paris], just brought back from Tangier, eight of 
which were bought before they could be exhibited at prices between 
$2,000 and $4,000. His works are to be found in many of the great 
private collections of France, Austria, Germany, Russia, etc. I may 
also add that if S.M.P. had gone a little deeper into his New York 
journalistic literature, he would know that over two hundred Post-
Impressionist works were bought at the first exhibition held there 
recently.74

And so this unprecedented public debate on the role of the critic draws to a 
close.

Modernism and Tradition in the English-Montreal Art World of 1913

It is interesting to note that this debate on the role of the critic did not lead 
anyone to the point of actually defending Post-Impressionism. There was 
no equivalent among the Montreal critics, collectors, or dealers who could, 
like Roger Fry or C. Lewis Hind in London, John Quinn or Clara Davidge 
in New York, or Arthur Jerome Eddy in Chicago, take up the crusade for the 
modern European art movements. Even the most severe critics of Morgan-
Powell hesitated when it came to an outright defence of the ideas underlying 
Post-Impressionism. Mortimer-Lamb took pains to distinguish between the 
paintings of Hewton and Jackson on the one hand and those of Lyman on 
the other: “[B]y no stretch of fancy can these efforts [by Hewton and Jackson] 
be classified as ‘post-impressionistic.’ Mr Lyman alone represents the more 
advanced tendencies … I do not propose for a moment, however, to pose as 
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an apologist for Mr. Lyman.”75 It is not certain that Lyman appreciated being 
singled out in such a fashion. He stated flatly in one of his letters to the editor 
of The Montreal Star: “As to the merits of Post-Impressionism, those who 
will refer to my first letter can assure themselves that I said nothing, and I 
persist in saying nothing.”76

One might conclude that this lack of outright support for Post-
Impressionism and modernist painting in general is proof enough of the 
traditional nature of the Montreal art world at the time. I would admit that 
it is an indication of the provincial nature of Montreal as compared to the 
major centres of Paris, London, and New York but I would argue that it is 
not particularly useful to analyze the conflicts at the se1913 in terms of the 
opposition between modernism and tradition. Esther Trépanier has argued 
against the idea of seeing the European experience as a sort of “ideal type” 
against which the evolution of the art world in Quebec should be measured.77 
Her arguments appear to me to be valid for North America in general at this 
time. The dynamics of the situation in Montreal at the turn of the twentieth 
century were quite different from those in a country like France with a strong 
academic tradition and a state which traditionally played an important role 
in the process of consecration of artists. In current studies of the period, the 
perception of the forces of resistance to modernism in the arts is often far 
from clear. It is rare, in fact, that these adversaries are examined closely. Most 
of the time, they have a purely negative existence, as foils to the protagonists 
of modernism. They are seen as conservative, traditional, or academic but 
the terms are used almost interchangeably with little conceptual content.78 
For example, the expression ‘Academic painting’ never has anything to do 
with a concept of painting officially endorsed by the rca . Any attempt to 
portray its influence in this early period of its history as a force of tradition 
or conservatism would be problematic since the president, William Brymner 
(1855–1925), was also the most influential art teacher in Montreal and he 
actually defended the works done by his former students, Hewton and 
Jackson.

In an interview published in The Montreal Herald during the controversy 
about the Post-Impressionist paintings, Brymner stated: 

I think that Hewton is a most promising young fellow, and I think 
the same of Jackson. I don’t like those things of what-you-call-ems, 
[oblique reference to Lyman who had not studied in Montreal but had 
gone directly to Europe] I don’t know what he’s driving at; but Jackson 
and Hewton are extremely promising men. I tell you it would be a 
pretty tame exhibition if you had everything the same.79
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In fact, the term ‘academic’ is generally used as a rhetorical device to 
designate paintings, of various styles, which were highly esteemed by an 
older generation of collectors, critics and dealers. Interestingly enough, the 
commentary surrounding the se1913 has never been examined to see what it 
had to say about this type of painting.

We find that the painting hung in the place of honour at the exhibition 
was a work by Homer Watson (one of the authors of a letter to the editor as 
noted above and a future president of the rca). It was entitled Stumpers at 
Nightfall and was, as usual, a variation on the Barbizon school of painting 
which Watson himself had helped to popularize in Canada during the 
1880s. This would certainly tend to confirm the idea that conservative tastes 
dominated in Montreal. However, it is worth noting that this painting was 
flanked by two other paintings: one by Cullen, Spring Thaw, which won 
the prestigious Jessie Dow Prize for the best oil painting of the show, the 
other Morning by William Henry Clapp (1879–1954). At that time Clapp was 
working on canvases with highly saturated lighting and a divided brush 
stroke, as evidenced in his painting entitled The New Church (1910) in the 
National Gallery collection.80 These are three very different paintings by three 
generations of painters. 

More importantly, we find that the Watson painting did not enjoy a warm 
reception in the press of the time. The Gazette simply mentions his paintings 
without favourable or negative comment. The Montreal Star does not even 
mention his Stumpers but criticizes his execution in another of his paintings 
on view, Rolling Surf, Louisburg. “The rocks are altogether too spongy and 
amorphous,” complains Morgan-Powell.81 The Montreal Herald does not 
mention Watson’s work at all. As for the Montreal Daily Witness, the review is 
quite critical:

The place of honour in the main gallery is given up to a picture by 
Mr. Homer Watson – “Stumpers at Night-Fall” … There is nothing 
new either in subject or treatment. The picture is painted well, but 
without inspiration. It is a studio picture – an excellent variation of a 
hackneyed theme and that is all.82

It is hardly surprising in this context that Watson would heap sarcasm on 
Mortimer-Lamb’s description of the critic as someone who should explain a 
painting in terms of the goals the painter set for himself. Certainly no one 
seemed to be concerned about explaining his concept of painting.83

The first part of this paper tried to show that the art world in Montreal 
and the Spring Exhibitions, in particular, were part of a general modernizing 
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process of society, characterized by annual art exhibitions and newspaper 
coverage focusing on how things were changing. Read from this perspective, 
there is much evidence to indicate that the organizing forces behind the 
se1913 were more concerned about educating the Montreal public about new 
trends in painting than they were with defending traditional concepts of art. 

First of all, it should be noted that the Art Association provided 
prime exhibition space for the three young artists whose work was most 
representative of the new trends in painting coming out of Paris. Jackson and 
Hewton had a joint show just before the Spring Exhibition (17 February – 1 
March 1913) and Lyman had a solo exhibition just after (21–31 May 1913). The 
exhibition space was provided free of charge, with only a small commission 
charged on the sale of paintings. Since, in both cases, sales were practically 
non-existent, this meant that the entire cost of the exhibitions was borne by 
the aam . At the very least, offering such a venue to these artists clearly shows 
an open attitude towards new trends in art and a desire to bring them to the 
light of public discussion.

Secondly, if we look beyond the general tirades against Post-
Impressionism, we see that the critics were willing to try to understand 
the visual experiments of young artists whom they felt were sincere. The 
criticism of Jackson and Hewton, two artists who had studied at the school of 
the Art Association, was more nuanced than it was in the case of Lyman who 
had left Montreal to study directly in Europe. This is also true of the reaction 
to Emily Coonan’s paintings which generally received favourable and, in 
some cases, enthusiastic reviews84 in spite of the fact that her work was 
obviously concerned first and foremost with “painterly” issues rather than any 
significant subject matter.85 

The point here is not to argue that these critics were in favour of 
modernism but simply that the art world, at this time and place, was not 
primarily structured by the battle between modernism and tradition. It is true 
that there were critics and readers who were upset by the lack of fine drawing 
or the eccentric use of colour in the paintings shown by Lyman, Hewton, and 
Jackson, but on the whole, what the critics wanted was an art of their day, an 
art that was in synchrony with a changing world. 

For most of the critics in the English-language press, this meant the birth 
of a truly Canadian art. His commentary on se1913 makes it clear that the 
critic of the Montreal Daily Witness, a newspaper dedicated to social and 
political reform, would have been horrified to see himself portrayed as a 
conservative:

Our younger artists are well abreast of the times. They are bound to 
no traditions of the “old masters.” Overdrawn figures in hard and 
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waxen atmosphere are being relegated to museums, photography is 
driving them away, and in their place is coming luminosity and life. A 
revolution is coming over art, and, if the many talented young artists 
whom we have among us are encouraged, that revolution will flame 
up in Canada, and Canadians will bring their intelligence to bear on 
art, as they have already done on science, industry and commerce. 
To encourage the growth of art is a necessary step in national 
self-development.86

In other cases, the emphasis on defining a Canadian art may be 
considered conservative but only if the term is clearly separated from the 
notion of defending well-established practices, inherited from the past. At 
the turn of the twentieth century, many of the most powerful conservative 
forces were associated with industry and Empire. Their most cherished hopes 
involved transforming the world, not keeping it as it was. Tradition was to be 
banished to the realms of folklore.

William R. Watson, who had been writing reviews for The Gazette since 
1910, could perhaps be understood in this light. His interest in the show was 
precise: Have Canadian artists been able to capture the Canadian soul in 
their paintings? He wanted to find someone who could do for Canadian art 
“what Pissarro does for the streets of Paris, what Franz Thaulow does for 
Norwegian rivers, and what William Maris does for Dutch meadows.” Watson 
awards the highest marks on his chart to Cullen for the skill he manifested 
in rendering snow scenes. This painter “puts character into the snow, tight 
as a drum under the rod of zero, and soft in the state of thaw. He gives the 
clear, cold outlines of a zero day without hardness, and we feel that they are 
Canadian winters and none other.”87

The public debate surrounding the Spring Exhibition at the Art 
Association in Montreal in 1913 was not primarily about modernism against 
tradition. It was a spectacular moment in an ongoing debate about how artists 
should reconcile the influence of developments in the international art world 
with an art that reflected the specific realities of time and place in Canada. 
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Le Salon de printemps à l’Art Association of Montreal, en 1913, a provoqué 
dans la presse montréalaise un tollé tel qu’on n’en avait jamais vu jusque-là. 
Plus de cinquante articles ont paru dans les journaux, y compris une 
vingtaine de lettres des lecteurs. La majorité de ces textes dénonçait de 
manière violente quelques toiles jugées « postimpressionnistes », et un 
nombre record de visiteurs se sont rués dans les nouvelles galeries de la rue 
Sherbrooke pour se faire leur propre opinion. Certains critiques de l’époque 
affirmaient même que l’exposition marquait un changement de cap dans la vie 
artistique montréalaise. 

Avec le recul toutefois, force est de constater que les critiques d’antan 
se sont trompés. L’exposition est tombée dans l’oubli et, loin de marquer un 
point tournant, elle n’est mentionnée aujourd’hui que pour illustrer l’esprit 
conservateur qui dominait alors à Montréal. C’est cette contradiction entre les 
perceptions de l’époque et le jugement historique actuel qui est au cœur des 
réflexions dans ce texte.

Pour bien comprendre cette impression d’un tournant aux yeux des 
observateurs de 1913, il faut d’abord comprendre l’institution que fut le Salon 
de printemps, organisé annuellement à l’Art Association depuis 1880. On 
y découvre une vie artistique qui ne cesse de se déployer au rythme d’une 
période particulièrement dynamique de la vie culturelle et économique 
de la métropole. Le nombre d’artistes impliqués et d’objets exposés a triplé 
depuis les années 1880. Les styles esthétiques en vue se sont diversifiés. Les 
femmes artistes et les Canadiens français côtoyaient désormais leurs confrères 
d’origine britannique. Et tous les quotidiens parlaient, images à l’appui, de cet 
événement annuel qui rythmait désormais la vie artistique à Montréal.

Mais même dans le contexte de cette progression constante du salon, 
l’édition de 1913 reste exceptionnelle. Non pas tant par le nombre d’œuvres 
exposées ou d’artistes qui y participaient, mais par la réaction du public telle 
qu’elle s’est manifestée par le nombre de visiteurs, l’ampleur de la couverture 
de la presse et le nombre de lettres des lecteurs. La spécificité de cette 
réaction, en 1913, peut être résumée en cinq caractéristiques : 1) elle était 

Le Salon de printemps de l’Art Association of Montreal en 
1913 : anatomie d’un débat public

l o r n e  h u s t o n
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énorme; 2) elle était en anglais; 3) elle était prise en main par le Montreal Star;  
4) elle était centrale; 5) elle était unique. 

L’analyse présentée ici démontre que la violence de la réaction observée 
lors du Salon de 1913 ne pouvait être la conséquence inéluctable d’une 
confrontation entre des œuvres audacieuses et une opinion publique 
conservatrice. D’une part, les mêmes œuvres ne suscitaient pas les mêmes 
réactions du côté francophone et, d’autre part, des œuvres semblables 
avaient été exposées par les mêmes artistes controversés au cours des années 
précédentes sans provoquer un tel tollé. En fait, il semble que le facteur 
déclencheur de la réaction du public n’était pas tant les œuvres en vue à 
Montréal, mais les débats à Londres et surtout à New York, à l’occasion de 
l’Armory Show, qui se sont déroulés juste avant le salon de Montréal.

La dernière partie du texte tente, à la faveur de cette explosion de la 
parole publique, de mieux cerner les différentes dynamiques qui traversent 
la vie artistique montréalaise à cette époque. Ce sont les rapports entre le 
critique et son public qui retiennent d’abord l’attention. C’est la violence des 
propos des critiques qui jusqu’ici a frappé les historiens d’art. Toutefois ces 
feux d’artifices verbaux cachent, en vérité, une prise de parole publique sur 
l’art qui est toute nouvelle, balbutiante, et qui sera vivement contestée par des 
lecteurs. La présence du critique d’art dans les quotidiens est très récente en 
1913. Les journalistes qui s’y frottent sont peu spécialisés et leurs textes n’ont 
ni une place, ni un statut précis dans le journal. Les lecteurs qui écrivent à 
la rédaction du journal, en revanche, ont souvent des qualifications précises 
dans le domaine des arts et ils n’hésitent pas à remettre en question l’autorité 
des critiques. Celle-ci est vivement contestée par les lecteurs qui somment les 
critiques d’expliquer les œuvres plutôt que de les juger de façon sommaire. 
Enfin, ces lecteurs rebelles invoquent l’existence d’instances de légitimation 
internationale (expositions, critiques, ventes à l’étranger) pour refuser à la 
critique montréalaise l’autorité de définir ce qui est légitime en art ici. 

Après cette analyse des rapports entre le critique et son public, ce 
texte tente d’examiner l’opposition entre la modernité et la tradition. 
Contrairement à Londres, New York ou Chicago, personne à Montréal 
ne défend le postimpressionnisme en 1913, même pas ceux qui fulminent 
contre les critiques des journaux. Faut-il conclure de ce fait que le monde 
artistique à Montréal est enfoncé dans la tradition ? En fait, on découvre que 
l’opposition entre modernité et tradition à Montréal n’est pas ce qui donne le 
plus de sens aux débats de l’époque. Certes, il y a des critiques qui dénoncent 
la faiblesse du dessin ou l’usage excentrique de la couleur mais ils ne sont 
pas particulièrement attachés à la défense de la tradition. Il suffit de lire ce 
qu’ils écrivent sur les œuvres plus traditionnelles au salon de 1913, comme 
celles d’Homer Watson (1855–1936), pour s’en convaincre. Les organisateurs 
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des expositions à l’Art Association semblent beaucoup plus intéressés à 
initier le public montréalais aux nouvelles tendances en art canadien que de 
défendre des conceptions traditionnelles de l’art en général. Sinon comment 
comprendre la place qu’ils font aux jeunes artistes les plus controversés en 
leur accordant des expositions particulières juste avant et juste après le Salon 
de 1913 ? Comment comprendre aussi les prises de position beaucoup plus 
nuancées chez certains critiques sur des artistes comme A.Y. Jackson (1882–
1974), Randolph Hewton (1888–1960) et Emily Coonan (1885–1971), dont ils ont 
pu suivre l’évolution au cours des années ? 

Somme toute, cette analyse permet de jeter un nouvel éclairage sur le 
débat public qui eut lieu dans le milieu artistique anglophone lors du Salon 
de printemps de 1913. Il ne portait pas principalement sur le modernisme ou 
la tradition. Il constituait plutôt un moment spectaculaire dans un débat en 
cours sur l’affirmation d’un art national, en lien avec les réalités du lieu et de 
l’heure au Canada.
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