
BIOGRAPHY AND BIBLIOGRAPHY OF THE WRITINGS 
OF DONALD WILLIAM BUCHANAN (1908-1966) 

Donald William Buchanan is best known to the readers of The Journal 
as an historian of Canadian art. But he was also a pioneer in other fields 
and his interests there, like those in Canadian art, were widely expres­
sed in his writings. Thus he published articles in such diverse areas as 
radio, film, film reviews, industrial design, art criticism, art history, 
photography, wine, travel and history. A man of wide-ranging in­
terests in an age of increasing specialization, Buchanan promoted and 
implemented many new and significant public cultural activities, the 
results of which are still felt today. 1 

Buchanan's background perhaps affected his commitment to public 
institutions. Born in Lethbridge Alberta, he was the son of Senator 
William Buchanan the influential former president of the Lethbridge 
Herald. Donald Buchanan received his B.A. degree in Modern History 
from the University of Toronto in 1930, and as the winner of that 
school's Wilder Fellowship, he studied at University College, Oxford 
the following year. Subsequently he attended the Ruskin School of Art 
and the University of Paris, returning to Canada in early 1933. During 
his time abroad, he also travelled throughout Europe. Perhaps because 
of his visual experience of the old cities of Europe, he ultimately chose 
to work in the arts rather than his first field of constitutional history. 

In Canada, Buchanan began his career as a free-lance writer produc­
ing general interest articles for the Canadian Geographical Journal, The 
Canadian Forum as well as Toronto Saturday Night as their Ottawa corres­
pondent. At this time Buchanan made his debut as an art historian, 
preparing his major monograph on James Wilson Morrice (1865-1924), 
an activity motivated in part by his attending the first large Morrice 
exhibition held at the National Gallery in 1934. Buchanan's research on 
the life and works of the artist thus qualifies him as Morrice's earliest 
biographer. 

Buchanan founded the National Film Society in 1935-36 and was its 
first Secretary-Treasurer. The Society was created for the purpose of 
promoting the study and appreciation of film as an educational and 
cultural influence on Canadian life. 2 In 1937 he was hired by the Cana­
dian Broadcasting Corporation as Supervisor of Talks. He held this 
position for three years during which time he was involved in prepar­
ing and broadcasting the public affairs news programme. 

In 1940, after leaving the C.B.C. Buchanan served with the British 
Ministry of Information in Bermuda and during the war years he 
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played a vital role in obtaining enemy film footage to be used in prop­
aganda documentaries by the National Film Board of Canada. 3 From 
1941 to 1944, he was Supervisor of Rural Circuits for the N.F.B., a 
programme implemented to reorganize distribution of films to rural 
areas in which over half the Canadian population lived. Since few of 
these areas had theatres and some did not even have radio service, war 
news travelled too slowly into much of Canada. Buchanan's proposal to 
establish a system of travelling projectionists was financed by the War­
time Information Board. 

His other major involvement with the then fledgling National Film 
Board4 was to establish the Stills Division of the Motion Picture Bureau. 
This unit provided photographs of government activities, Canadian 
wartime work at home and pictures for tourist promotion to be distri­
buted in national newspapers. The Division was also responsible for 
printing and distributing pamphlets and books. In his 1945 book, This is 
Canada, Buchanan combined N.F.B. photographs of Canadian indus­
trial and farm workers with those of children at school and at play, in a 
patriotic attempt to raise Canada's post-war spirit. 

His career progressed within the N.F.B. when he was appointed 
Supervisor of Special Projects during 1945-47, an area concerned 
primarily with industrial design. However, the National Gallery of 
Canada had requested that this work now come under their jurisdic­
tion. As a result, in 1947, Buchanan began his career with the Gallery as 
head of their Industrial Design Department. He organized their Design 
Centre, where important and influential exhibitions were installed. 
Concomitantly, he established the Gallery's Library of Industrial De­
sign. He also organized the National Industrial Design Council and was 
elected Secretary, a position he held from 1946-56. The Industrial De­
sign Council was composed of manufacturers, designers and consumer 
groups, working to promote the improved design of Canadian mer­
chandise. Manufacturers sent in prototypes of their newly-designed 
products and an Industrial Design Award was given. That product was 
listed in the Industrial Design Index and then put on display in the 
National Gallery Design Centre. 5 It was during this period that Bucha­
nan wrote many articles on Canadian design, the majority of which 
were published in Canadian Art. 

Buchanan became increasingly involved in the promotion of Cana­
dian art and artists, perhaps most effectively through his tenure as 
editor of Canadian Art from 1944-1959. From his position in the liberal 
establishment, Buchanan's many articles in the magazine reflect his 
taste for art that predisposes nationalist values. Often the locale por-
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trayed in the artists' paintings appears to have been Buchanan's prime 
interest. His concern for creating an audience for contemporary art is 
also evidenced by his continuous fight with the Board of Trustees at the 
National Gallery for new Canadian acquisitions, an effort which ap­
pears to have been relatively successful. Buchanan later served as As­
sociate Director of the Gallery from 1955 to 1960, but failed to receive 
the Directorship. 

After this disappointment, Buchanan devoted his energy to photo­
graphy, publishing in 1962 his first book of photographs, his autobio­
graphical To Have Seen the Sky. Until his untimely accidental death in 
1966 Buchanan continued to write and to travel, photographing the 
architecture and people of Europe and the Middle East. 6 One of his last 
major positions was as Supervisor of Cultural Themes for Expo '67, 
where he showed his talent for amassing the prestigious works of 
major museums for the Exposition. 

Upon the death of their father, and the sale of his newspaper, The 
Lethbridge Herald, Donald William Buchanan and his brother Hugh of­
fered the city of .Lethbridge a collection of Canadian paintings. Among 
the paintings were paintings and sketches by J. E. H. MacDonald, 
Arthur Lismer, A. Y. Jackson, A. J. Casson, and a number of western 
artists, Roloff Beny, B. C. Binning, Maxwell Bates, Dennis Burton, 
Steve Kiss, Tony Onley, Janet Mitchell, Peter Ewart, R. S. Hyndman, 
W. R. Welsh, as well as small works by Pegi Nicol, Peter Haworth, 
Ghitta Caiserman, Gerald Trottier, David Milne, Lillian Freiman and 
Goodridge Roberts. The collection is now housed in the Southern 
Alberta Art Gallery and the Lethbridge Community College, Buchanan 
Resource Learning Centre. 

Although Buchanan was not a trained art historian, his energy and 
diligence did much for the dissemination of Canadian art. Buchanan 
was a stimulator, a man of varied interests with the nature of a perfec­
tionist. His commitment to Canadian art gave him an international 
reputation, and at home secured his position as an eminent contributor 
to Canadian culture. 
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Notes: 

I The author would like to thank the following people who granted interviews: Or. R. H. Hubbard, former 
Curator of the National Gallery of Canada; Jean-Rene Ostiguy, Conservateur charge de recherches, The 
National Gallery of Canada; the late IIene Morash, Reference Librarian of the National Film Board Library; 
Paul Schoeler, architect, Ottawa. Many thanks as well to Laurier Lacroix for initiating this project and Liz 
Wylie who helped to edit the text. 
2 In 1950 the National Film Society became the Canadian Film Institute. 
3 Every belligerent nation in World War II used captured film footage produced by the other side and 
turned it into a propaganda advantage for people at home. National Film Board films regularly contained 
scenes captured from the enemy. 
4 The National Film Board, begun 1939, was a totally independent institution from the National Film 
Society. 
5 Buchanan installed the displays himself. Objects from other countries were often exhibited as well. The 
Design Centre disbanded in 1969. 
6 Buchanan's photographs have been deposited with the photographic archives of the National Gallery of 
Canada. 
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