
The Vocabulary of Freedom in 1948: 
The Politics of the Montreal Avant-Garde 

From the ferment of recent years, Prisme d'Yeux ... [whose mem­
bers are] not galley slaves, tied to a theory they feel compelled to 
prove, rowing blindly ... It supports all other groups which seek 
to preserve the independence of art. 

- Prisme d'Yeux Manifesto, 
February 19481 

Without surrender or rest, in community of feeling of those who 
thirst for better life, without fear of set-backs, in encouragement 
or persecution, we shall pursue in joy our overwhelming need for 
liberation. 

- Refus Global, manifesto of the Auto­
matistes, August 1948' 

Devant des realites aussi tangibles, comment oser parler de 
'liberb~', d"independence', et autres fariboles? 

- "Mercure", Le Devoir, October 19483 

Freedom and its synonyms dominated the vocabulary of Canadian 
artists, intellectuals and politicians in 1948. In February, the issue 

of freedom divided the Montreal avant-garde into two hostile factions: 4 

the Pt;,isme d'Yeux, led by Alfred Pellan5 and the Automatistes, led by 
Paul-Emile Borduas. 6 The ideologicaF basis of the debate on freedom is 
disclosed through an analysis of the clashing definitions of freedom 
contained in the manifestoes of the contending avant-gardes,8 and in 
two works produced by their leaders in 1948: L'homme A grave by Pellan 
(fig. 1) and Objet Totemique by Borduas (fig. 2). Furthermore, through an 
examination of the critical reception of the Prisme d'Yeux and the 
Automatistes in 1948, and of contemporary politics, one may locate the 
interface of the aesthetic debate and the most contentious aspect of the 
discourse on freedom: the strategies to be used against communism in 
the Cold War, which as one writer noted in 1948, "est l'affaire de tout le 
monde."9 

Until the late 1960's, the Prisme d'Yeux-Automatiste conflict was 
explained as essentially a personality clash between Borduas and 
Pellan. 10 F.-M. Gagnon's 1973 article, "Pellan, Borduas and the Auto­
matistes: Men and Ideas in Quebec," undermined this traditional ex­
planation, and pOSited a new one which maintained that the con­
troversy between the rival Montrealavant-gardes was due to a collision 
of the ideologies of "contestation" and "rattrappage".l1 Gagnon's 
analysis, while currently the prevailing one, is problematic, however, 
for although it claims to place the aesthetic debate within the matrix of 
history, the specific questions of the artistic and political history of the 
late 1940's are overlooked, and ahistorical conclusions substituted in 
their place. Moreover, although Gagnon regards the Prisme 
d'Yeux-Automatiste confrontation as grounded in ideology, he per-
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ceives only the manifestoes of the competing vanguards to be ideologic­
al, while their paintings are excluded from the parameters of ideology; 
he does not explain why the written word is permeable to ideology, but 
the painted image is not. The problems with which this paper will deal, 
therefore, are those which Canadian art history has ignored: the 
examination of the verbal and visual ideologies!2 of the competing 
Montreal avant-gardes, and the historical factors which shaped them. 

The Prisme d'Yeux and the Automatistes first clashed openly at the 
annual meeting of the Contemporary Arts Society (C.A. S.), 13 which had 
functioned as the official representative of modern art in Quebec since 
its founding in 1939. At the February 9 meeting, Borduas was elected 
President, despite opposition from the Prisme d'Yeux, for as Borduas 
later wrote to Luc Choquette, "ll y a d' ailleurs trois ans que je contr6le la 
majorite des voix cl la CA.S."l4 Alledging that Borduas' accession to 
power threatened the pluralist character of the CA.S. (and along with 
it, freedom) several members of the Prisme d'Yeux withdrew, promp­
ting Borduas' resignation as well;!5Iike the Prisme d'Yeux, he alleged 
that authentic liberty was no longer tenable within the CA.S. As John 
Lyman, the founder and past President of the Society later noted, 
"aesthetic liberty ... became the instrument of sectarian contention."!6 

The tactics of the avant-garde!7 partially explain why Borduas sud­
denly repudiated the Society whose presidency he had so recently 
sought and secured. By holding its inaugural exhibition on February 4,18 
and breaking its ties with the CA.s. barely a week later, the Prisme 
d'Yeux defined itself as the newest and most autonomous avant-garde 
in Montreal, a position previously occupied by the Automatistes 
alone.!9 Faced with a new, distinct avant-garde which labelled the 
Automatiste dominated CA.S. anathema to freedom, Borduas was 
compelled to repudiate the Society if he was to salvage the Auto­
matiste's reputation as the penultimate avant-garde. Borduas himself 
noted a year later that the Automatistes needed to define themselves 
in opposition to both the CA.s. and the Prisme d'Yeux in order to 
be regarded as the most "progressive" wing of the Montreal artistic 
hierarchy: "In short, the left and the right of the contemporary move­
ment - positions which the public does not differentiate - had to 
separate OUt."20 

The polarization of "left" and "right" occurred over the issue 
freedom, at the heart of both the CA.S. confrontation and the manifes­
toes printed by the Prisme d'Yeux and the Automatistes in 1948. The 
Prisme d'Yeux released its manifesto at its inaugural exhibition in 
February and again at its second exhibition in May.2! This brief docu­
ment associates apoliticism with aesthetic freedom: 

We seek a painting freed from all accident of time and place, 
and of restrictive ideology; and conceived without interfer­
ence of literary, political, philosophical, or other influences 
which can adulterate its expression and sully its purity.22 
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The delineation of aesthetic freedom as a function of art disentangled 
from political concerns, and as a return to the halcyon era of art for art's 
sake, affords striking parallels with that of liberal Quebec intellectuals23 

who characterized apolitical freedom as the ultimate goal of culture. 
Maurice Blain, for example, casts freedom as the object and most laud­
able product of literature, while insisting that cultural freedom remain 
immune from the solicitations of politics: 

Il ne s'agit plus ... d'une acceptation de consigne, ou du 
service d'une formation politique ... La vocation reelle de 
l' ecrivain nous apparait comme un effort de depassement 
et de liberation. 24 

Adamant that art be divorced from politics, liberal francophone intellec­
tuals were also immersed in the campaign against communism, a major 
issue of the provincial election campaign of 1948.25 Communism was 
construed as hostile to cultural, political and personal freedom; Guy 
Cormier summarized the position of francophone liberals when he 
declared, "nous ne pouvons suivre Marx. Notre conscience y repugne, 
et qui plus est notre intelligence y repugne ... L'International russe [a 
un] caractere fasciste."26 Ignoring the expressly political complexion of 
the anti-communist debate, writers who advocated a strict separation of 
art and politics frequently infused cultural commentaries with 
anti-communist sentiments, as is revealed in a book review in Le Quar­
tier Latin, the student newspaper of the Universite de Montreal: 

Le Parti immuable ... avance, recule; commande, decom­
mande; recompense, tue; tue, recompense ... Le Parti est 
alors apparu sous son vrai jour, c' est-a.-dire: une individua­
tion despotique et orgueilleuse. 27 

Thus, while the fusion of politics and art signified the sacrifice of 
aesthetic freedom, the conflation of anti-communism and culture did 
not. 

The Prisme d'Yeux manifesto also insists that the toleration of 
diversity secures liberation. Like the c.A.S./8 the Prisme d'Yeux wel­
comed "paths which take opposite directions, but which, like night and 
day, fire and water, are all equally possible and true."29 The Prisme 
d'Yeux, therefore, regarded commitment to a single set of aesthetic 
precepts, notably Automatism and academicism, as the antithesis of 
freedom, but perceived acceptance of contradictory ones as the guaran­
tor of freedom. 30 Eclecticism, however, while superficially motivated by 
the desire to remain unimpeded by the claims of a specific artistic or 
political group, and characterized by a refusal to adopt a specific posi­
tion on various issues, did in itself actually denote a position taken in 
1948: through their eloquent silences, the Prisme d'Yeux inadvertently. 
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aligned itself with a group having identifiable political and cultural 
biases, namely francophone liberalism. 

The twin principles 'of non-committal apoliticism associated with 
anti-communism and the attempted reconciliation of contradictions as 
means to achieve freedom, define the position of francophone liberals 
during the 1948 provincial election. Contemptuous of the reactionary 
social policies and notorious corruption of the incumbent Premier, 
Maurice Duplessis, these intellectuals nevertheless reluctantly sup­
ported him31 on the key issues of anti-communism and its corollary in 
the '48 campaign, provincial autonomy32; liberals agreed with Duples­
sis' belief that "[la centralisation est] la mere du communisme, ce qui 
nous montre la necessite de l'autonomie de la province."33 

Despite their assertions that art be divorced from politics, both the 
Prisme d'Yeux and liberal intellectuals nevertheless acknowledged that 
the artist remained wedded to political realities, wittingly or not. 
Madeleine Gariepy, the art critic for Notre Temps, inserted the following 
comment in a review praising art which appeared devoid of specific 
meaning, but which possessed a ubiquitous, albeit nebulous, "richesse 
de fond":34 

[La peinture] est l' expression plastique d'une epoque 
troublee et inquiete OU l'homme se trouve aux prises avec 
des problemes nouveaux et difficiles.35 

Similarly, while condemning political content in painting, Pellan noted 
that 11 Art should be a healthy by-product of society ... The great artist 
echoes the dominating social accents of his age."36 Pellan was thus 
suspended between the necessity of apoliticism to ensure aesthetic 
freedom and the desire to be 'of his time.' The recognition that purely 
representational art was bankrupt, and that complete abstraction would 
alienate his public, further complicated the artist's plight, especially one 
like Pellan who maintained a populist approach to art: "l myself, want 
to paint for people."37 How then, does L'homme A grave address these 
antipodal demands, and what do these contradictions and Pellan's 
attempted reconciliation of them reveal about the aesthetic ideology of 
the work? 

L'homme A grave is one of a series of drawings which Pellan ex­
~cuted in 1948, inspired by a reading of "Volontairement," from Paul 
Eluard's Capitale de la Douleur.38 The punning title of the work is typically 
surrealist; and characteristic of Pellan's antipathy towards commitment 
to a single position, as it has several alternate meanings: the first rate 
man engraves, the man engraves, the serious man, the heavy man, the 
man is aggravated. When considered simultaneously, these epithets 
evoke the position of the artist in 1948, subject to a series of pressures, 
both artistic and social, which Pellan acutely felt. According to Reesa 
Greenberg, 
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Pellan deliberately changed the titles [of the drawings in­
spired by Capitale de la Douleur] in an attempt to obscure 
their source, in response to the current anticommunist 
climate in Quebec ... A non-communist, Pellan preferred 
not to have his art interpreted on the basis of a political 
affiliatioI) with the most vocal European communist Sur­
realist, Eluard, nor for that matter with the Montreal 
Automatistes. 39 

Considering the tension existing between Pellan and Borduas, in 1948, 
Pellan's self-censorship on the surrealist source of the series of draw­
ings to which L'homme A grave belongs, is comprehensible as an 
avant-garde tactic of self-definition in contradistinction to another rival 
avant-garde. Pel!an's fear of being regarded as a communist through 
affiliation with Eluard, however, is more problematic than he and 
Greenberg suggest. 

Whatever Eluard's subsequent political convictions40 and their in­
fluence on his poetry, Capitale de la Douleur owes its allegiances to 
surrealism, not communism; its introspective, individualistic and often 
hermetic qualities were, in fact, precisely those which caused the Parti 
Communiste Fran~ais (P.C.F.) to regard the Surrealists as the poets of 
the alienated but politically naive and self-indulgent bourgeois 
intelligentsia. 41 The lack of political consciousness and the absence of 
com!llunist ideas in Capitale de la Douleur is scarcely surprising consider­
ip.g Eluard's attitude towards the P.c.P. at the time he wrote it: in 1926, 
Eluard, like several other Parisian Surrealists, was flirting with the 
notion of collaborating with the P.c.P. in fomenting revolution, but the 
flirtation remained an idealistic one, and did not solidify into a 
wholehearted acceptance of either the cultural or political policies of the 
P.C.P.42 

While the non-commuI)ist tenor of Capitale de la Douleur and the fact 
that it was written prior to Eluard's active involvement with the P.c.P. 
make it difficult to understand Pellan's anxiety about beiI)g regarded as 
a communist through affiliation with it, the status of Eluard among 
Quebec's critics in 1948 adds further ~imensions to this problem. Only 
the most conservative critics judged Eluard as a specifically communist 
writer43

; these critics, however, were also those who had castigated 
Pellan's art as "bolchevistic" because of its similarity to the modern art 
of France, which they regarded in an apocalyptic light as inherently 
atheistic and communistic44 I! is therefore unlikely that Pellan avoided 
mentioning the influence of Eluard on his art for fear of antagonizing 
these hysterically anti-m~dernist critics, who vilified his work even 
without knowing of the Eluard connection. Am~mg Quebec's liberal 
literati, Pellan's sympathetic audience, however, Eluard was extremely 
popular, and his allegiance to the P.c.P. was overlooked. Liberal intel-
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lectuals placed Eluard in the pantheon of twentieth-century French 
culture, along with many School of Paris artists (several with commun­
ist connections) who Pellan quite overtly imitated and for whom he 
often expressed admiration. 45 Jean-Marc Lege(s article on surrealism in 
Notre Temps is characteristics of the image of Eluard which liberal intel­
lectuals presented to their public: 

[Le surrealisme] ... renfermait des elements veritablement 
constructifs et ... il repondait a un besoin. Comment expli­
quer, autrement, l'etendue et la profondeur de son succes 
et qu'il ait pu rallier des artistes aussi authentiques qu'un 
Eluard, un Aragon, un Ivan Goll (chez les poetes), qu'un 
Miro, un Masson et, pour un temps, un Fernand Leger 
(chez les pein tres). 46 

Aware of Eluard's political connections, Quebec liberals avoided men­
tioning them in their panegyrics on him, for despite their cultural 
liberalism, their fealty to the adaman,tly anti-communist political status 
quo led them to omit such details as Eluard's membership in the P.C.F. 
Nevertheless, because it was the liberals of Quebec who formed Pellan's 
audience, his refusal to acknowledge Eluard as the source of his inspira­
tion for his 1948 drawings on the grounds that it would jeopardize his 
non-communist status, remains somewhat tenuous. 

Pellan's attempt to conceal the connections between his art and 
Capita le de la Douleur does become comprehensible when one recalls the 
Prisme d'Yeux manifesto's edict against "the interference of literature ... 
which can adulterate its [art's] expression and sully its purity."47 Pel­
lan's artistic output of 1948 was entirely inspired by literature, and 
therefore violated the aesthetic code articulated in the Prisme d'Yeux 
manifesto; public admission of this fact would have severely comprom­
ised both his own credibility and that of the Prisme d'Yeux. Moreover, 
the Prisme d'Yeux's'vilification of art with literary connections must be 
seen as a subtle thrust against the Automatistes, who had often been 
accused of producing overly "literary" art, a charge motivated by the 
fanciful titles which many of them gave to their paintings, and by the 
fact that automatism was a technique first used by surrealist writers. 48 
By using poetry as a source of artistic inspiration, Pellan transgressed a 
major article of faith of the Prisme d'Yeux manifesto, but by obscuring 
this fact, he could nevertheless appear to uphold its principles and still 
measure his distance from the "literary" Automatistes. That Pellan's 
career in 1948 was so fraught with contradictions is not necessarily an 
indication of hypocrisy on his part, but rather is an example of his 
propensity to regard dichotomies as natural, and the reconciliation of 
them as a bid for aesthetic freedom. 
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Both the title and figurative content of L'homme A grave refer to 
graphic art. The central image of the work may be read as an emblem of 
the graphic artist: a hand grips an etcher's stylus and inscribes an 
encoded message on a plate. In 1948, graphics occupied a prominent 
position in the lives of the Prisme d'Yeux artists, for they were working 
on Les Ateliers des Arts Graphiques, a magazine jointly sponsored by the 
Ecole ,0.es Arts Graphiques de Montreal and the provincial Ministere du 
Bien-Etre Social et de la Jeunesse. 49 Regarded as avant-garde within 
Quebec, but by the English press and the Automatistes as passe,s° 
Les Ateliers repeats the main tenets of francophone liberalism and the 
preoccupations of the Prisme d'Yeux. 

In an article in Les Ateliers, Jacques de Tonnancour, the principal 
author of the Prisme d'Yeux manifesto, advances graphics as the bridge 
between the "old" and the "new," associating graphics with tradition 
and any style post-dating Cezanne with modernity. 51 In L'homme A 
grave, the references to graphics and their expression through mod­
ernist styles function as a visual analogue of de Tonnancour's percep­
tion of the role of graphics in the visual arts. Pellan's synthesis of two 
main branches of the School of Paris, cubism and surrealism, also 
relates to the old/new dialectic. 5Z By 1948, cubism occupied a position of 
respectability within the aesthetic cosmos of Quebec; by virtue of its 
respectability, it had lost its avant-garde, and hence, aggressively mod­
ern allure. 53 In contrast, surrealism continued to be viewed as a distinc­
tively modern adjunct of contemporary art;54 its execration by conserva­
tive critics only enhanced its veneer of novelty. 55 Through allusions to 
the old and the new, the figurative and stylistic components of L'homme 
A grave appear as a fulfillment of the criterion of aesthetic freedom -
duality - celebrated in the Prisme d'Yeux manifesto: "Prisme d'Yeux 
rallies to the oldest theory of art... to that of the cave man [and] to the 
most contemporary of 20th century man."56 

The reconciliation of both the distant and recent past with the 
on rushing present also formed a dominant motif of liberal 
anti-communist thought. Linking the rural, pre-war economy of the 
province with tradition, and the urban, industrialized post-war eco­
nomy (and its concomitant problems) with the present;7liberal intellec­
tuals contended that communism would swallow up the urban and 
working poor, unless the government rectified some of the new 
problems faced by them; mild social reforms would accomplish this 
goal, while leaving the essentials of the political structure intact. 58 

In L'homme A grave, the combination of references to graphics and 
both traditional and avant-garde modernist styles, elements which 
betokened the old and the new, is a visual reworking of the ideology of 
francophone liberalism, which simultaneously insisted on its claims to 
the present and future by presenting itself as modern,s9 but which 
established the validity of those claims by remaining firmly tied to the 
values of the status quo; likewise, liberals asserted that freedom could 
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only be preserved by successfully amalgamating the old and the new, 
without damaging any of the old assumptions. 

While the figure of the graphic artist dominates L'homme A grave, 
another, smaller, inverted man appears on the right hand side of the 
work, beyond the rectilinear forms evocative of a wall. Reference to the 
poem which inspired the drawing and to the title of the work itself 
suggests this figure represents the public persona of the artist. Eluard's 
poem, "Volontairement", deals with the realtionship between the pri­
vate, creative existence of an artist and his life in the "outside" world: 

Aveugle maladroit, ignorant et leger 
Aujourd'hui pour oublier, 

Le mois pro chain pour dessiner 
Les coins de la rue, les allees a perte de vue 

Je les imite pour m'etendre 
Dans une nuit profonde et large de mon age. 60 

Similarly, L'homme A grave refers to "l'homme" not "les hommes" 
suggesting that the drawing, like the poem, deals with two different 
incarnations of a single individual, the artist. 

The business suit, hat, and tie of the inverted man intimate that he 
represents the public persona of the artist. The wall separating the artist 
at work in the studio from his existence in the outside world reproduces 
the liberal prescription for aesthetic freedom: liberals contended for the 
autonomy of art, and alleged that if it were jeopardized, it would be 
pressed into the service of political propaganda, and more specifically, 
communist propaganda. 

The treatment of the two figures' eyes reinforces the dichotomy 
between the public and the private, the social and the artistic: those of 
the inverted man are hypnotically wide, while those of the artist are 
stitched shut. However, the schematic dilated eyes of the public self 
also appear in the grid structure emerging from the interior of the 
artist's head, implying that while he must literally shut his eyes to the 
outside world, the imprint of what is seen beyond the studio can never 
be entirely effaced. 

In addition to the eyes which are sewn together, other images of 
control and silence appear in L'homme A grave: the lips of the artist are 
firmly pressed together, the encoded message on the plate remains 
incomplete, the sheaf of papers (or are they posters, already tacked up?) 
remain blank, walls proliferate around the hand and plate, constraining 
them, and the inverted man's limbs are contorted, as if pulled by the 
invisible strings of a marionetteer. Themes of order and control also 
threaded liberal anti-communist rhetoric; liberal intellectuals main­
tained that controls· must be placed on communism in order to preserve 
the democratic freedom they perceived existing in Quebec. When, for 
example, Duplessis invoked the Padlock Law61 to close the communist 
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newspaper Combat in February 1948, liberals rallied to defend him from 
the criticism of both the English press and federal Liberal politicians. An 
editorial in Le Devoir, the influential Montreal daily and locus of liberal 
sentiments, articulates the liberal position on Duplessis' actions: 

Une legislation pour empecher la diffusion du com­
munisme est donc chose legitime. Ceux qui revendique la 
liberte de la presse a ce sujet pourraient aussi bien invoquer 
la liberte du commerce en faveur des trafiquants de 
narcotiques. 62 

The implications of Pellan's work communicates a similar ideological 
construct which conflates freedom and control: the artist is free because 
he is immune from the political coercions of the outside world, but also 
free because his freedom is subject to a multiplicity of controls. Free­
dom, therefore, is gained through the suppression of freedom. 

Pellan's dependence on surrealist imagery and cubist techniques also 
relates to the correlated concepts of freedom and control; both Pellan 
and his critics perceived surrealism as evidence of spontaneity, while 
cubism inferred control. Pellan believed that "surrealism has added to 
the richness of the artist's raw material. That material should still be 
filtered through the conscious mind."63 He further subscribed to the 
"use of the new material of deliberate free-association and the spon­
taneous sub-conscious within a classical framework,"64 a framework 
identified with cubism. Critics praised this conjunction of opposing 
tendencies; in a highly positive review of the Prisme d'Yeux's second 
exhibition, Madeleine Gariepy commented. 

Prisme d'Yeux, c'est-a-dire des regards differents jetes sur 
des realites diverses dans une lumiere qui est autre. Prisme 
d'Yeux, symbole plastique de la diversite des experiences 
humaines et des transpositions multiples qu' elles donnent 
dans le domaine de l'art.65 

In contrast, art lacking the harmonious integration of the liberated and 
the ordered engendered cultural chaos and tyranny, effects associated 
with communism in liberal polemics,66 Art which appeared to combat 
these effects through a celebration of the harmonious, controlled and 
free, concepts associated with liberal democracy, should be supported. 
As one critic noted in a laudatory review of a Prisme d'Yeux artist, 

Aujourd'hui, comme autrefois, l'Art c'est l'ordre, l'e­
quilibre, l'harmonie. Il faudra toujours lutter contre l'obs­
curite, le desordre, l'incoherence ... qui sement la confusion 
dans les espritsY 
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For liberal francophone intellectuals, the works of Pellan and the forma­
tion of the Prisme d'Yeux symbolized the vitality of Quebec's culture. 
While modern in a limited and general sense, L'homme A grave did not 
challenge any of the aesthetic norms previously made acceptable by the 
CA.S.; commented one anonymous critic in Le Canada, "un nouveau 
mouvement est ne ... Rien de nouveau."68 Similarly, the defenders of the 
Prisme d'Yeux did not seriously oppose any of the political or cultural 
positions of the status quo, but instead defined and codified them. 
Consequently, works such as L'homme A grave were perceived by the 
status quo as a testament to the supremacy of the culture arbitrated by 
them, and to the validity of the variant of freedom on which it was 
theoretically based. With the advent of the Prisme d'Yeux, Quebec's 
intellectuals could proudly declare: 

Ces societes, il en faut applaudir l'eclosion. Elles sont le 
signe de notre sante intellectuelle et elles ont, dans notre 
culture, un role de premier plan a jouer: celui de repandre la 
connaissance de l'art, d'en favoriser l'appreciation et de 
collaborer a la creation d'un commun langage de vision ... 
Nos yeux sont fixes sur eux, amicaux et expectatifs. 69 

Like the Prisme d'Yeux, the Automatistes repudiated the incursions of 
politics into art. Moreover, in their manifesto, Refus Global/o they ex­
pressly denounced the right and the left as forces against freedom: 

Friends of the present regime suspect we support the Re­
volution. Friends of the Revolution say we protest what 
now exists but only to transform and not to displace it. 
The United States, Russia, England, France, Germany, 
Italy, and Spain: sharp-fanged inheritors of a single 
decalogue. 71 

As art historians have frequently pointed out, the Automatistes' for­
mulation of freedom as the fruit of the erradication of communism and 
conservatism, antagonized francophone liberals. 72 While such critics as 
Laurendeau and Pelletier offered tepid support for the Refus Global's 
critique of social and religious abuses, they ultimately vilified the group 
for failing to countenance disparate ideologies, their ultimate criterion 
of freedom: 

Car M. Borduas vaticane comme un prophete avec un me­
pris total pour toute demonstration et preuve rationnelle ... 
Voila qui tend a nous fixer dans un climat sectaire ... ce 
dogmatisme nouvelle maniere ressemble trop a celui que 
l'auteur condamne. Voila le comble de la loufoquerie 
dangereuse. 73 
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The hostile reception given the Refus Global within Quebec, however, 
was also a function of a fact uniterated by the liberal francophone press: 
although the manifesto's vociferous denunciation of communism con­
formed with a fundamental tenet of liberalism, its attack on other, 
equally important components of liberalism was the real motivation for 
liberal condemnation of the manifesto. 

While francophone liberals inveighed against the Refus Global as too 
dogmatically polemical and as an effrontery to universal truths, 
anglophone liberals lionized it. 74The state of English Canadian liberal­
ism in 1948 largely explains why it supported this group of 
French-speaking artists. To be a liberal in post-war English Canada 
signified a repudiation of both the radical left and the reactionary right; 
Lester Pears on described the battle which liberals perceived themselves 
to be fighting in 1948; 

it is wherever free men are struggling against totalitarian 
tyranny of right or left. It may run through the middle of 
our own cities, or it may be on the crest of the remotest 
mountain.75 

The war on the right was to be waged against Duplessis, regarded 
by anglophone liberals as the incarnation of corrupt conservatism. 76 

Significantly, it was the Automatistes' apparent denunciation of the 
Quebec status quo and Duplessist values which secured their esteem 
among English Canadian liberals. In a review of the Refus Global in the 
federally funded periodical, Canadian Art,77 Donald Buchanan hailed 
the Automatistes for fighting forces of oppression within Quebec: 

'automatisme' is an attempt by a group of Quebec artists to 
throw off the strait-jacket of ... restrictions in education and 
culture and to create for themselves something new. 78 

Anglophone liberals' hostility towards Duplessis' reactionary national­
ism, and their concomitant support for a fully bicultural federal state 
also predisposed them to sympathize with the Automatistes' con­
demnation of that nationalist cultural conditioning which kept them 
"French and Catholic by resistance to the conquerer, by an irrational 
attachment to the past."79 The sudden interest of anglophone liberals in 
the culture of Quebec, motivated by subscription to a federalist bicultur­
alism which was most receptive to the new, anti-traditionalist culture of 
Quebec,80 is apparent in the January-February 1948 issue of Canadian 
Art, a special issue devoted to the art of Quebec. Significantly, little 
mention is made of Pellan and other Prisme d'Yeux artists, whereas its 
only article on an individual group of artists, and the only one in French 
in an otherwise uniformly English periodical, deals with the 
Automatistes. 81 
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The Automatistes' antagonism towards the status quo per se 
responded to another. area of liberal thought: anticommunism. 82 

To anglophone liberals, hostility towards the status quo symbolized 
the vitality of Western-style freedom, in contrast to communist 
regimes where dissent was not tolerated: 

Democracy does not mean preservation of the status quo ... 
We must demonstrate by deeds and not merely by words 
that democracy is a more dynamic, humanitarian creed 
than communism. 83 

While hostility towards the left and right was perceived as a manifesta­
tion of cultural liberation by anglophone liberals, they simultaneously 
defended the notion of political contentless art. "Political content" was 
generally understoo as Marxist content: 

The age of radicalism is happily ended ... Liberals no longer 
measure literary values by the yardstick of political ortho­
doxy ... They are disenchanted but free ... Marxist catego­
ries are not applicable in the realm of literary values. 84 

The Automatistes' denunciation of politically involved art, and their 
rejection of political extremes parallels this prescription for aesthetic 
freedom. 

While the Automatistes denounced partisan politics as ultimately 
oppressive, they did not relinquish the idea of a political morality, 
however nebulous. Political morality, insofar as it was defined, signi­
fied commitment to the overturning of "the inexorable regression of 
collective moral power," achieved by breaking with "all conventions of 
society," and characterized by a refusal to "remain silent."8s The deci­
sive act of rupture was the first step in artistic emancipation, as Leduc 
noted in a letter to Borduas regarding his break with the CA.S.: 

L'attitude decisive que vous avez prise vis-a.-vis de la 
Societe d'art contemporain et les dechirements qu'elle 
a pu entrainer apparaissent comme le prelude a. une 
serie de ruptures liberatrices dont nous nous rejouis­
sons et qui s'annoncent dans un avenir rapproche. 86 

Similarly, in his letter of resignation from the CA.S., Borduas indicts 
Maurice Gagnon for his "complete nullite dans la lutte engagee." 
Couched in the language of existentialism, the Automatistes linked 
commitment, the decisive act, and freedom itself, links which the 
Prisme d'Yeux sought to deny. 

The Automatistes' insistence on freedom as a challenging moral 
problem, and their perception of the necessity of clinging to a political 
morality, parallels the tone of anglophone liberal anti-communist rhe­
toric. English liberals believed that if Western culture was to remain 
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immune from politics, it was imperative to wage a moral war against 
communism on all fronts, as apolitical culture was possible only in a 
liberal democratic society. The specifically moral rather than partisan 
tone of the liberal anti-communist crusade is revealed in a speech made 
by Saint-Laurent in April 1948: 

We must constantly remember that the union of the free 
world ... will possess overwhelming strength only if it is 
based on moral as well as material force; if its citizens are 
bound together not merely by a hatred of communism, but 
by their love of free democracy. 87 

The Automatistes also perceived the defence of freedom as an ineluct­
able imperative at a time when "the H hour of total sacrifice is upon 
US."88 Similarly, anglophone liberals defined freedom as a response to 
both domestic communism and the spectre of a nuclear finale to the 
Cold War. These critics lauded Borduas for creating what they per­
ceived as an appropriate aesthetic response to the crisis of freedom in 
the Cold War; Stuart Keate, for example, commented in Time magazine 
that Borduas and the Automatistes embraced "a new civilization and an 
atomic age art."89 In 1948, the "atomic age" denoted not only the advent 
of the nuclear bomb, but also the Cold War, and hence, for anglophone 
liberals, the anti-communist struggle. The social significance of art in 
the Cold War world was candidly remarked upon by a writer for 
Canadian Business: 

" . socialism is constantly on the offensive. This attack can 
be met only by ... telling something of what free enterprise 
has done for this country ... using cultural materials. 90 

Anglophone liberals expected art to respond to the crisis of communism 
without renouncing its claims to apoliticism; they also perceived sur­
realism as a logical response to global political tensions related to the 
Cold War: 

Much of the current anxiety ... is no doubt caused by the 
world's increasing destructive potentiaL .. the implications 
of the destructive deployment of the U235 ... [does] not 
contribute to our sense of security in a world where actual 
warfare may only be held in abeyance ... These factors ... 
form the background, conscious and unconscious for pain­
ters oftoday .... They do influence this expression ... There 
is an increasing interest in non-objective and surrealist 
abstraction ... His [the artist's] involvement is concerned 
with exploring the concepts of art forms and stating them in 
the audacious terms of today.91 
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Such pessimism, and its effect on art, was also shared by the Auto­
matistes: 

Two world wars have been necessary to bring us to a 
recognition of this absurd state. The terror of the third will 
be conclusive. Y2 

Informed by the cataclysms of the world of which they were a part, the 
Automatistes believed that painting must respond to this world, yet 
remain detached from its political realities; furthermore, they believed 
that only automatism could articulate freedom in the face of the extremi­
ties of the political situation: 

11 est evident que ces formes peintes correspondent cl des 
desirs qui ne peuvent s' exprimer dans les cadres de la 
societe actuelle. 93 

What then, does Objet Tottimique do with such a conception of freedom? 

First, it abjures those traditions which the Automatistes regarded 
as loaded with political connotations. For them, figurative or anecdotal 
art, whether fused with modernist styles or not, had been corrupted by 
the left. Commenting on social realism, Pierre Gauvreau stated: 

Il s' accommode facilement de toutes les exploitations tech­
niques selon le stage d' evolution du pays Oll il est prati­
que: en URSS, il se resume au plus grossier trompe-l'oeil 
porteur d' anecdotes edifiantes; en France, il adopte 
volontiers un aspect plus evolue qu'il exploite cl des fins 
politiques en restaurant l' anecdote edifiante dans le 
cubisme, le fauvisme, etc. 94 

Also incompatible with genuine aesthetic freedom was cubism, not 
only because it was a style so closely associated with the Prisme d'Yeux, 
but also because it had been co-opted by both the right and the left for 
political purposes. In a letter to Le Canada, Riopelle stated: 

Ne voit-on pas les peintres des ateliers d' art sacre aussi bien 
que les peintres rallies aux partis politiques de gauche, 
utiliS'er chacun de leur cote les decouvertes cubistes cl des 
fins de propagande?95 

The Automatistes' censure of the traditions of recent artistic history96 
corresponds to the anglophone liberal polarization of aesthetic freedom 
and tradition: 

The ... prerequisite for true self-expression is freedom from 
tradition ... [and] the obligations imposed by social conven­
tions and social consciousness. 97 
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For Borduas, only superrational automatism could express freedom 
without entailing its sacrifice to political norms, as it was dependent on 
the emotional and unconscious realms of man which he regarded as 
quintessentially apolitical/8 In Objet Totemique, the loose brushstroke, 
lack of finish, and abstract forms attest to Borduas' attempt to allow the 
unconscious mind to prevail. To English liberals, the exploration of 
psychological reality by Western artists affirmed the existence of the 
liberty uniquely enjoyed by the liberated artist in a liberal society. 
Furthermore, such artists epitomized the essence of aesthetic excel­
lence, defined by one critic as belonging to: 

one who has achieved radical freedom from social restraint 
and conventional order, who has penetrated the walls 
protecting our world of reality and has there, in the realm 
of dreams and somnambulistic phantasy, encountered the 
unconscious springs of our imagery. 99 

Despite the spontaneous brushstroke, the forms of Objet Tottimique are 
harmoniously organized into a series of horizontal and vertical ele­
ments which are played off against one another to produce an image of 
stability. The formal structure of the work implies that the unfettered 
psyche produces forms which though rough hewn, coalesce into an 
ordered and integrated whole; it thus functions as a visual expression of 
Borduas' conviction that psychological liberation could produce a new, 
harmonious social order in which "man is freed from chains to realize a 
plenitude of individual gifts."loo Anglophone liberals also accorded 
psychological freedom a pre-eminent role to play in the restructuring of 
the post-war world; as the literary critic, Charles Glicksberg noted, "The 
revolution ... must take place within the heart. It is man who must be 
transformed."lol The new credo of the liberated psyche, however, con­
tained political undercurrents for English liberal intellectuals, those 
disenchanted Marxists who had lived in political limbo since "confes­
sing their past sins"I02 of Marxist dalliance in the 1930's. For them, the 
"revolution of the heart and psyche"103 not only appeared as a means of 
attacking the old enemy, the right, but also the new enemy, the left: 

Freudianism convinces man that the effort to establish a 
more humane world order will no longer be achieved by a 
bloody class war. Dictatorships of the left and the right 
stand accursed in the eyes of all free men. 104 

Such works as Objet Totemique, however, were not viewed by Borduas as 
simply nebulous commentaries on aesthetic and social freedom, but as 
containers of a specific set of meanings, discernible through an analysis 
of their titles and forms.lo5 Objet Tottimique suggests connections 
with primitive, ritualistic art, and particularly with the totem poles of 
the Northwest Coast Indians of British Columbia.106 The vertical ele­
ments of the work, with their multi-faceted planes of colour, may 
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indeed be read as a carved pole, while the horizontal bands at the left 
and right evoke rippled sand of a beach in the distance. In the late 1940' s 
anglophone critics perceived the conjunction of avant-garde and primi­
tive art as a symbol of the artist's reaction against the contemporary 
world and as a means for probing the unconscious: 

If there is any modern art to which ... ['modern primitiv­
ism'] might apply ... it is to be found when the artist's 
responses to a situation in his own world reproduces in its 
essentials the attitude of the primitive to his; when that is, 
an emotional conviction so profound, so vital, that the 
conscious intellect has no chance to interfere. lo7 

Anglophone critics considered both primitivism and spontaneous, un­
conscious content in art as evidence of the artist's ferocious need to 
maintain and acquire personal and aesthetic freedom by delving into 
the collective unconscious and there abutting its uncorrupted freedom. 
At the same time, however, they also saw these characteristics as 
disinterested reactions to the contemporary political situation, and 
expected this art which they regarded as inherently apolitical to lead 
society out of the current political morass: 

Living in a world that seems more fettered and crippling 
than ever before ... [we] are feeling the urgent need of an art 
that is symbolic in its true sense, that can be for us the 
talisman of a new faith, without which there can be no 
will to live. lOB 

While the assimilation of the new canons of the primitive and uncon­
scious in Objet Totemique fulfill Borduas' desire to escape the corrupted 
traditions of both figuration and cubism, reminiscences of these tradi­
tions still prevail in it. The space existing in Objet Totemique is an 
emphatically cubist one, while the easily deciphered forms indicate that 
figuration has not been completely forsaken. Both Borduas and his 
critics avoided the apprehension of such incongruities, thereby evading 
the troubling conclusion that his art was not as radically modern and 
apolitical as it superficially appeared, precisely because of the presence 
of those traditions which he regarded as hopelessly retardaire and 
politically potent: figuration and cubism. 

Anglophone liberals were equally inconsistent in their assessment 
of the position of freedom in the post-war world. While condemning 
partisan politics, they called for an "end to ideology"I090nly in order to 
more thoroughly combat communism. Furthermore, they consistently 
aligned themselves with the policies of the federal Liberal party and 
Liberal government, while disavowing any specific partisan position. 
When these intellectuals upheld Borduas and his art as exemplars of 
universal freedom, therefore, they were actually only celebrating their 
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own definition of freedom, the liberal one, spelled with both an upper 
and lower case "1"; in Borduas, anglophone liberal intellectuals per­
ceived a reflection of themselves, hostile to the left and the right, faithful 
only to freedom itself: 

... that such thoughts should have been put thus directly on 
paper by a group of artists [in the Refus Global] does prove 
what diverse stirrings, sometimes direct and clear, some­
times confused and incohate do exist in French Canada 
today. Let us hope that such freedom of thought will not be 
crushed out too arbitrarily. 110 

In conclusion, in 1948, the fight for freedom was simultaneously aesthe­
tic and political, with the two realms interpenetrating one another. 
Catalyzed by Cold War politics, the schism between French- and 
English-Canadian liberalism widened over the definition of freedom, a 
division which informed the verbal and visual ideologies of the Mont­
real avant-garde. The Prisme d'Yeux, in eclectically assimilating every­
thing, and, as its name implies, refracting everything, articulated the 
major tenets of Quebec liberalism; in contrast, the Automatistes, in their 
"refus global" rejected everything connected with the liberalism of 
Quebec's intellectuals, but in so doing became unexpectedly aligned 
with the position of anglophone liberalism. By accepting everything 
and rejecting everything, the Prisme d'Yeux and the Automatistes 
not only came to blows with one another, but also, despite their 
avant-garde facades, aligned themselves with the status quo, albeit 
different and contending ones. 
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Resume: 

L'utilisation du vocabulaire politique de la liberte 
parmi l' avant-garde artistique montrealaise en 1948. 

E n 1948, 1'avant-garde montrealaise est divisee en deux factions 
hostiles: le groupe Prisme d'Yeux"sous la direction d' Alfred Pellan, 

et les Automatistes, sous celle de Paul-Emile Borduas. Les deux groupes 
entrent ouvertement en conflit en fevrier 1948, cl l' occasion de la ge 

reunion annuelle de la Societe d'art contemporain. Au cours de cette 
reunion, Borduas est elu president, ce qui amene le groupe de Pellan cl 
se retirer de l'association, decision qui entraine elle-meme la demission 
de Borduas et de plusieurs de ses partisans. Toute la dispute porte sur 
une question qui, en 1948, etait au centre des discours des intellectuels 
et hommes politiques canadiens ainsi que l'un des themes dominants 
des manifestes des deux groupes d'avant-garde: la signifi­
cation de la liberte dans le contexte de la guerre froide. 

Dans la manifeste du groupe Prisme d'Yeux, la liberte est definie 
comme etant essentiellement apolitique et tolerante cl I' egard de la 
diversite; cette definition est fortement tributaire de l'ideologie pronee 
par l'intelligentsia liberale du Quebec, groupe dont les prejuges politi­
ques sont nettement favorables au gouvernement provincial en place. 
Dans un manifeste intitule Refus Global, les Automatistes soutiennent, 
eux aussi, que la liberte authentique doit etre cl 1'abri de toute considera­
tion poIitique; en meme temps, ils attaquent les valeurs cl la base meme 
du statu quo politique et intellectuel de la province, probablement pour 
indisposer les partisans de Prisme d'Yeux, le gouvernement provincial, 
la presse et les intellectuels en general. 

Malgre ses detracteurs aux Quebec, Refus Global re~oit I' appui des 
intellectuels liberaux du Canada anglais, qui voient dans le manifeste 
une illustration de leurs propres convictions: hostilite envers l'estab­
lishment politique et culture 1 francophone, antipathie envers les 
extremistes de gauche et de droite et, consequemment, fidelite au 
"centre vital", position politique cl laquelle se rattachent les liberaux 
anglophones. 

Les ideologies verbales des deux groupes ressortent clairement cl la 
lumiere de la conjoncture historique de 1948, des critiques dont a fait 
l'objet chacun des groupes et d'une lecture attentive des textes 
eux-memes. En outre, l' examen minutieux du style et du contenu de 
deux oeuvres produites par les leaders de deux factions avant-gardistes, 
L'homme A grave de Pellan et Objet Totemique de Borduas, revele des 
ideologies opposees 1'une cl l'autre, mais tout cl fait conformes cl celles 
qui apparaissent explicitement dans les manifestes publies la meme 
annee. 

En 1948, la liberte fait 1'objet d'un debat esthetique et politique 
anime, les deux tableaux s'interpenetrant. Catalysee par la guerre 
froide, la scission entre le liberalisme des Canadiens fran~ais et celui des 
Canadiens anglais s' amplifie en raison meme de la definition donnee 
par les uns et les autres cl la liberte; c'est cette division qui sera cl la base 
des ideologies verbales et visuelles de l'avant-garde montrealaise. En 
assimilant tout de fa~on eclectique pour le refracter, comme son nom 
l'indique, le mouvement Prisme d'Yeux reprend les grands principes 
du liberalisme francophone. Dans leur «refus global», les Automatistes 

64 



rejettent au contraire tout ce qui est relie au liberalisme des intellectuels 
du Quebec et, ce faisant, prennent indirectement position pour le 
liberalisme anglophone. Par leur acceptation globale et par leur refus 
global, les partisans de Prisme d'Yeux et les Automatistes en sont 
venus non seulement a se quereller, mais, en depit de leur fa<;ade 
avant-gardiste, a soutenir, chacun a leur maniere, le statu quo. 

Judith Inee 

Translation by Concordia University Translation Services 

65 




