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			Now what shall be our word as we return,

			What word of this curious country?

			DOUGLAS LEPAN, “Canoe-Trip”
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			1 A WILD DESERTED SPOT

			IN MAY 1912 two men from Toronto arrived in Algonquin Provincial Park, armed with fishing rods and a letter of introduction to the superintendent. The park, an eight-thousand-square-kilometre fish and game preserve in Northern Ontario, was inaccessible by road, so the men made the 220-kilometre journey north from Toronto on the Grand Trunk Railway. They would have changed trains at Scotia Junction, north of Huntsville, before arriving via a single-track railway line at Canoe Lake.

			For the past few years, the Grand Trunk Railway (whose president, Charles Melville Hays, perished on RMS Titanic less than a month earlier) had been transporting affluent tourists and overworked city dwellers into the Ontario hinterlands for what a 1910 issue of Rod and Gun in Canada called “a rest cure in a canoe.”  1 Canoes and fishing rods were widely publicized antidotes for modern ills and anxieties at a time when the urban population of Ontario for the first time outnumbered the rural.  2 Promoting itself as the “Highway to Health and Happiness,” the Grand Trunk advertised Algonquin Provincial Park in full-page spreads as one of “the beauty spots of the Dominion” that appealed to sportsmen, nature lovers and artists alike. “This country is increasing in popularity every year,” declared one advertisement, “and has become a favourite tourist resort of Britons and Americans who are flocking to this country for their vacation in increasing numbers.”  3 The company already operated two lakefront hotels: the thirty-five-room Hotel Algonquin at Joe Lake Station and the seventy-five-room Highland Inn on Cache Lake. In 1912 there were plans for two more. 

			The two visitors who presented their letter of introduction to the park superintendent were typical of those who descended by the trainload on Algonquin Park. Tom Thomson and Harry B. Jackson were city dwellers lured north on a two-week fishing holiday by promises of lakes abundant with black bass and speckled trout. Both were graphic designers who worked at Grip Limited, a commercial art firm in downtown Toronto. Their modest salaries of $30 per week meant they declined the luxuries of the Highland Inn, which boasted hot and cold running water, indoor washrooms, private baths and an elegant dining room. On the advice of one of the rangers, who assured them of “good meals and excellent beds,”   4 they availed themselves instead of the more rustic conveniences of Camp Mowat.

			A former barracks for the mill workers of the bankrupt Gilmour
Lumber Company, Camp Mowat was on the northwest shore of Canoe Lake, in the semi-derelict village of Mowat. Its air of decrepitude meant that even the Grand Trunk’s most enthusiastic copywriter would have struggled for words. According to one visitor, it was “a wild deserted spot.”  5 The village’s population had shrunk from a high of five hundred at the turn of the century to a little more than one hundred. Camp Mowat itself was a bleak-looking warehouse of a building whose rows of windows faced what the daughter of a park ranger later described as “a treeless, desolate area of thirty acres or more covered with pine slabs and sawdust.”  6

			The area immediately beyond Mowat was barely more inspiring. One Torontonian who owned a cottage on Canoe Lake described the park as “a paradise of virgin wilderness,”   7 but in fact much of the area around Mowat was neither paradisal nor virgin. Hundreds of acres of the surrounding forest were either clear-cut, flooded by dams or swept by fire. With the vast logging operation defunct, Mowat was left with an abandoned mill surrounded by decaying tree stumps and dunes of sawdust. There was also a deserted hospital and a cemetery with two inhabitants.

			It was in these unpromising environs that Thomson and Jackson unpacked not only their brand-new fishing gear but also—since they had come to Canoe Lake for something more than black bass—a Kodak camera and their paintbrushes. They were not the first landscapists to paint in the park. A decade earlier three members of the Toronto Art Students’ League had come north, clambered into canoes and, with the help of a guide, paddled the waterways in search of picturesque landscapes. More recently the park was visited by Tom McLean, a friend of Thomson and a fellow employee of Grip Limited. A specialist in scenes of canoes and voyageurs (those staples of Canadian landscape painting), the thirty-one-year-old McLean was a true man of the woods. He had worked in Northern Ontario as a prospector, fire ranger and surveyor, and he was present in 1904 when his friend Neil McKechnie, another Toronto painter with a love of the outdoors, drowned while shooting the rapids on the Mattagami River.

			Thomson and Jackson produced a number of oil sketches during their stay. Jackson commemorated their visit with a small portrait of Thomson smoking his pipe and wearing a hat festooned with trout flies, and Thomson painted several landscapes. One of them, Old Lumber Dam, Algonquin Park, showed, in an eerie adumbration of his none-too-distant fate, an overturned canoe. But these were fairly amateur efforts, because in 1912 Thomson was a painter of limited skill and no repute. Two months shy of his thirty-fifth birthday, he was more experienced in angling than in landscape painting, a technique in which he had little formal training. As Jackson later recalled, Thomson “used to chuckle over the idea” that his work would ever be taken seriously.   8

			thomas john thomson was a striking man: slim, six feet tall, with black hair—“as black as midnight,” according to a friend  9—and fine, almost delicate features. According to one of his brothers, he was “always neatly attired in the best of clothes.”  10 Portraits taken in his younger days showed him in waistcoats, bow ties and celluloid collars. In one photograph a plug hat is tipped back from his brow; in another, looking like a raffish undergraduate, he poses with a cigarette between his lips and sports a dapper moustache. One family photograph reveals him with his hair parted in the middle—a style that in Victorian Ontario, an age of close-cropping and side-parting, lay one open (as a newspaper reported) to charges of “dandyism” and “dudism.”  11

			Sartorial flair belied Thomson’s shy, self-effacing personality. “There was no atom of pretence about Tommy Thomson,” a friend later recalled, “not the slightest swank or swagger.”  12 According to another, he possessed “a quiet reserve, a reticence almost approaching bashfulness.”  13 One of his closest friends noted how he was “a man of few words,”  14 and a woman with whom he would share studio space found him “shy and unassuming.”  15 This self-effacing personality masked a darker side. His mood swings could be alarming. He was by turns “jovial and jolly ready for a frolic of any kind” and then “quite melancholy and defeated in manner”; when one of these melancholy moods came upon him, he could turn “almost angry in appearance and action.”  16 According to yet another acquaintance, he was subject to fits of depression, a condition he was suspected of self-dramatizing and sometimes intensifying with an excess of drink. 17

			The sixth of ten children, Thomson was raised on a hundred-acre farm at Leith, Ontario, ten kilometres northeast of Owen Sound, on the southern shore of Georgian Bay. His father was the son of a Scottish immigrant and his mother (in what gave him an unimpeachable Canadian pedigree) a distant relative of Sir John A. Macdonald. 18 The Thomsons were a talented and artistic family. Their brick farmhouse, Rose Hill, was filled with books and music. Tom had sung in the choir of the local Presbyterian church and learned to play the trombone, the mandolin and the violin. In the evenings, according to a sister, “Tom usually was busy with a book.”  19 He was a sickly child, suffering various ailments. An “inflammation of the lungs” kept him out of school for an entire year. 20 He nonetheless took to outdoor pursuits. In his youth he led what a friend later called (probably with some rose-tinted amplification) the “squirrel-hunting, apple-eating, cow-chasing, chore-drudging life of the farm boy.”  21 An older sister would remember how he roamed the woods near Leith armed with a shotgun and wearing an old felt hat decorated with wildflowers and squirrel tails.  22 He often went fly-fishing with his father, John, an absent-minded and slightly delinquent farmer who escaped the drudgery of his turnip patch by loafing on a riverbank with a fishing rod.

			Another inspiration for Thomson’s love of the outdoors was his great-uncle, Dr. William Brodie, a former mentor of Ernest Thompson Seton, the wildlife painter and later founder of the Boy Scouts of America and the Woodcraft League. A self-taught naturalist who originally trained as a dentist, Dr. Brodie took the adolescent Thomson on expeditions along the Scarborough Bluffs, outside Toronto, to collect plant and insect specimens. Twenty new species of insect resulted from these forays, as well as a collection of nearly 100,000 biological specimens (many of which entered the Smithsonian). In 1903 Dr. Brodie was made director of the Biological Department of what would become the Royal Ontario Museum. His only son, a promising naturalist, drowned while crossing the Assiniboine River, and Dr. Brodie appears to have regarded Thomson (his sister’s grandson) as a kind of surrogate. He passed on to Thomson his love of the Ontario landscape, which he praised for its “deep ravines” and “abrupt wooded hills . . . with the projected tops of stately pines.”  23

			Thomson did not, as might have been expected of a literate young man with artistic talent, study at either university or an art school. Lack of funds was not the problem. In 1898, at the age of twenty-one, he inherited $2,000 from his grandfather’s estate. Two thousand dollars was a large sum, far beyond the annual wage of the average Canadian. In 1898 it would have been enough to either build a house in Toronto or purchase a 150-acre farm in most parts of the country.  24 What became of this sudden largesse is a complete mystery: it seems to have been either squandered outright or slowly but determinedly depleted over the course of many years. In either case, it had little bearing on his career. He began a humble apprenticeship at William Kennedy & Sons, a steel foundry in Owen Sound that produced waterwheels, propellers, mill gearings and other equipment for ships and sawmills. This career ended when, in an episode he later called the “most regrettable” in his life, he quarrelled with the foreman and left after only eight months.  25

			A stint at a business college in Chatham followed. Thomson studied ornamental penmanship and, perhaps subsidized by his legacy, developed a reputation for dancing and socializing. He tried to enlist for service in the Boer War (more than seven thousand other Canadians fought) but was rejected because of fallen arches and the condition of the big toe on his right foot, broken years earlier during a football match. 26 There followed a period of what a friend from the steel foundry, Alan Ross, called “drifting.”  27 One night, during a drinking session, he unburdened himself to Ross, “lamenting his lack of success in life in terms that rather astonished me. I began to think then that he realized his powers and that he also had secret ambitions.”  28

			In 1901 Thomson began pursuing these ambitions by following his older brother George across the continent to Seattle. At the time Seattle was still the transport and supply centre for prospectors heading north to the Yukon. Even the mayor of Seattle had resigned his post in 1897 and joined the gold rush. But Thomson had less intrepid plans, working as an elevator boy in the Diller Hotel on First Avenue and then studying decorative design at the Acme Business College. Owned by the enterprising George and his distant cousin F.R. McLaren, the college offered training in bookkeeping and shorthand. Diploma in hand, Thomson began working as a graphic designer—the trade he would practise for the rest of his life—in a Seattle firm of photoengravers. Once again his independent spirit and flashes of temperament caused friction with his superiors. 29

			Thomson’s time in the United States ended abruptly in 1904, not owing to a quarrel with his manager but, more mysteriously, because of a love affair gone wrong. He left Seattle after an eighteen-year-old named Alice Lambert, the daughter of a former president of Willamette University in Oregon, spurned his marriage proposal.  30 Thirty years later, this interlude would be fictionalized by Lambert herself, who cast Thomson as the romantic lead in one of her novels—a “darkly morose” commercial artist with “thin, nervous hands and flashing eyes.” This young artist (imaginatively named Tom) romanced the heroine with streetcar rides through Seattle and winter afternoons in the “musty dimness of the Public Library where he would pore over prints and reproductions of the Masters.” The affair ended when Tom returned east, “determined to succeed” as a painter.  31

			Success did not appear imminent for Thomson. Moving back to Canada, first to Owen Sound and then to Toronto, he found employment in the art department of another photoengraving firm. He earned $11 a week and (in what was becoming a recurring pattern) a reputation as “an erratic and difficult man.”  32 He was still drifting as he reached his thirtieth birthday in 1907, rooming in a succession of inexpensive boarding houses and remaining a bachelor. He joked to co-workers about hopping a freight train and travelling farther east, hobo-like, in a boxcar. 33

			So, we see Thomson at thirty: handsome; shy; moody; profligate; rebellious; dandyish; rootless; secretly ambitious; given to drink, depression and outbursts of temper. But he was also moving in new directions and making other plans. In 1906 he took night classes at the Central Ontario School of Art and Industrial Design (later rechristened the Ontario College of Art) from a famously cantankerous painter and illustrator named William Cruikshank, the grand-nephew of George Cruikshank, celebrated illustrator of Charles Dickens. Then, after four years in Toronto, he moved to Grip Limited, another commercial design firm.

			At Grip Limited, Thomson came into contact with a vibrant group of young artists and designers. Many were frustrated by the mundane nature of their tasks, which included such inspiring commissions as designing labels for Dr. Clarke’s Stomach and Liver Tonic. A number of the young men in the art department—an “eager group of young fellows”  34—harboured greater ambitions. As a friend later remembered, they hoped to “awaken artistic consciousness in this country.”  35 By the summer of 1912, when Thomson made his first excursion into Algonquin Provincial Park, Grip Limited was fast becoming a nursery for a new kind of Canadian art. Thomson’s drifting was about to be arrested.

		

	


	
		
			2 THIS WEALTHY PROMISED LAND

			GRIP LIMITED HAD its offices on Temperance Street, two blocks south of where Toronto’s City Hall stood on Queen Street West. The firm’s art department was situated in a high-ceilinged, open-plan, second-storey office. A photograph taken in the Grip office in about 1911 shows ten young men, all in waistcoats and neckties, gathered beneath the office’s clerestory windows and behind a jumble of wooden desks; a framed print of Frans Hals’s The Laughing Cavalier hangs on the wall behind them. Tom Thomson, wearing a jacket, puffs away at the pipe he always stuffed with Hudson Bay tobacco (“the rankest, reekingest, deadenest, most odiferous” on the market).1

			The mood looks industrious but relaxed and good humoured. A visitor to the department later reported that the men’s moments away from their desks were spent in “boxing and wrestling matches, playing horse or monkey with much stamping, kicking and swinging on the steam pipes.” 2 Thomson on one occasion filled a photoengraver’s tank with water and, after pulling a chair alongside and producing his paddle, “sat there gently paddling.” 3 But a young man who joined the firm in 1910 had found their behaviour respectful and orderly: the men were “artistic and decent,” and there was “no chewing, spitting or cursing . . . Their conversation is clean and interesting.” He noted that “they all seem so very ambitious.” 4

			The firm took its name from an illustrated periodical, Grip, founded in 1873 by J.W. Bengough, a political caricaturist who named his weekly after the talking raven in Dickens’s Barnaby Rudge. Bengough was a crusading moral reformer who wanted to turn Canada into a Christian republic and who used his barbs and outrageous puns (“the pun is mightier than the sword,” he once declared) to “serve the state in its highest interests.” 5 Grip ceased publication in 1892, with Bengough’s dreams of a Christian republic unfulfilled, but the company that printed it survived. Known as the Grip Printing & Publishing Co. (shortened in 1901 to Grip Limited), it incorporated engraving, lithography and advertising departments. Gone was Bengough’s Christian evangelizing. The firm now produced images advertising Canada’s commercial prosperity: posters and pamphlets for hotels and railways, furniture warehouses, real-estate firms and mail-order catalogues.

			Designing logos and pamphlets might have seemed a prosaic occupation for men, like Thomson, who harboured artistic ambitions. This, however, was the heroic age of commercial illustration. Many artists with international reputations were creating beautiful and innovative commercial work. Pierre Bonnard began his career designing posters for champagne, the Beggarstaff Brothers used their talents to sell corn flour and Rowntree’s cocoa, and the Art Nouveau designer Alphonse Mucha did ads for bath salts, cigarette paper and baby food. Art and advertising had come happily together. In the 1890s the advertisements of designers like Mucha and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec unleashed an affichomanie, or “poster craze,” in Europe and America. Advertisements became so popular (and valuable) that enthusiasts stole them from billboards and kiosks. As an American advertising handbook exulted, people “obtain more genuine joy and satisfaction from a first-rate poster than they would from an old masterpiece.” 6

			By the first decade of the twentieth century, Grip Limited was on the leading edge of this kind of commercial design. It had introduced into Canada not only the Art Nouveau style but also metal engraving and the four-colour process. A young Englishman, shown work by Grip designers in 1910, enthused that it was “equal if not better to anything I have seen in England.” 7

			WITH ITS GROWING population and booming economy, Toronto offered much opportunity to Grip designers like Tom Thomson. It was the second-largest city in Canada, after Montreal. An English visitor in 1913, the poet Rupert Brooke, described “T’ranto” (as he was told to pronounce it) as the “soul of Canada . . . wealthy, busy, commercial, Scotch.” He found it “a clean-shaven, pink-faced, respectably dressed, fairly energetic, unintellectual, passably social, well-to-do, public-school-and-’varsity sort of city”—though not lacking “its due share of destitution, misery, and slums.” 8

			The city had been known since the 1880s as “Toronto the Good,” thanks to a crusading mayor who shut down many brothels and gambling dens. Much-lamented shortcomings remained: muddy streets, wooden sidewalks, ugly buildings, garish signs and a lack of public parks and squares. Its dearth of cultural amenities (its art museum had no premises) prompted one writer to call it “the most philistine city in the Dominion.” 9 Nevertheless the city had a powerful sense of its own civic worth. “Torontonians used to say that Toronto was destined to become a great city,” one commentator proudly declaimed. “We employ the present tense now. Toronto is a great city.” According to another observer, measuring the city against its American neighbours in the anxious hobby that would engross Torontonians for at least another century, it “compared magnificently with many of the largest cities on the American continent.” 10

			Toronto had grown immensely over the previous decade. Swollen by European immigration, mainly from Britain, its population had almost doubled to 382,000. Canada as a whole was booming and growing. A giddy optimism was in the air. Famously, on January 18, 1904, the Canadian prime minister, Sir Wilfrid Laurier, gave a speech at the first annual banquet of the Canadian Club of Ottawa. “The nineteenth century was the century of the United States,” he declared. “I think that we can claim that it is Canada that shall fill the twentieth century.” 11

			There were good reasons for this optimism. Canada seemed a land of untold resources and as-yet-untapped potential. A 1911 book on Canada by an English journalist bore the emphatic title The Golden Land. In the first decade of the twentieth century, Canada had the world’s fastest-growing economy. The wheat boom that began in 1896 boosted the nation’s exports and populated the Prairies as immigrants arrived from all over the world. A song called “The Sugar Maple Tree” included the lines, “All nations of the earth / Are now learning of its worth / And are flocking to this wealthy, promised land.” 12 Canada’s population rose from 5.3 million at the turn of the century to 7.2 million in 1911. Lured by the Laurier government’s aggressive promotion of Canada abroad as “The Land of Milk and Honey,” more than 2.5 million immigrants arrived in Canada between 1903 and 1913; 405,000 would come in the year 1913 alone. In 1911 the Montreal Daily Star called Canada “the richest, most promising, most prosperous country in the world.” It predicted an eventual population of 80 million.13

			There was some anxiety about how these hundreds of thousands of immigrants from all nations of the earth would be assimilated into Canadian society. Many of those moving to the West were not the pink-faced Protestants from Scotland, Ireland and England who settled Ontario but a more eclectic mix from the Galicia and Bukovina regions of the Austrian Empire and from Belarus, the Ukraine and the Punjab. By 1905 hundreds of Romanian Jews were homesteading in Saskatchewan, and thousands of Sikhs were arriving in British Columbia. Between 1909 and 1911 some 1,500 black settlers from Oklahoma moved onto the Prairies.14 In 1912 more than 80,000 immigrants who spoke no English arrived in the country.15 A Conservative mp from Ontario complained that Canada “is today the dumping ground for the refuse of every country in the world.” 16 A 1909 book entitled Strangers within Our Gates lamented the “uncouth ways,” “alien ideas” and “laxity of morals” of the “motley crowd of immigrants” moving to the Prairies.17

			Laurier allowed that Canada was made up of “confused elements”: “Our existence as a nation is the most anomalous as has yet existed. We are British subjects, but we are an autonomous nation; we are divided into provinces, we are divided into races.” 18 What ballast was there to keep this strange vessel on an even keel? What encompassing interpretation of its history could be offered?

			The Dominion of Canada was less than fifty years old. It knew no revolution, no grand battle; there was no legion of martyrs with whom to keep faith. The sedate progress from colony to nation robbed Canadians of the traumatic events that the leading sociologist of the day, Émile Durkheim, called “effervescences”—collective shocks that bind a people together by means of a shared body of rituals, myths, heroes and sacred objects.19 Canada had no distinctive flag of its own, no official anthem, no great metropolis, no widely recognized body of literature, mythology or music. Colonized by Britain and France, it was founded on lands purchased (sometimes stolen) from the Natives, divided between French and English speakers, populated by immigrants and bordered by the United States, whose population of 92 million made it the continent’s economic and cultural centre of gravity.

			The Grip designers wished to “awaken artistic consciousness” in Canadians. But what did it mean to be Canadian? What, indeed, was Canada?

			THE ONE THING Canadians had in common, it seemed obvious to anyone who travelled across the country on one of the two transcontinental railways, was a vast landscape and a northern geography. Canada was a land of mountains, frozen lakes and unending prairies and forests at the top of the world map. What made Canadians unique was their engagement with this hostile and unforgiving land that dictated the terms of human existence. If Canada had a national mythology, it involved arduous voyages of discovery and struggles for survival in the wilderness, from Jacques Cartier and Martin Frobisher to Samuel Hearne and David Thompson.

			The Canadian wilderness was a place of great wealth—of Cartier’s fabulous, ruby-rich “Kingdom of the Saguenay,” or Skookum Jim Mason’s gold nuggets panned in a Klondike tributary. But it was also a wild and dangerous place, where, as a chronicler soberly noted of Frobisher’s voyages, “all is not gold that glistens.” 20 The Canadian landscape inspired fear, mystery, wonder and often frustration and disappointment. One confronted not other people, or even oneself, so much as the forces of nature and the vastness of the universe. The English poet and philosopher T.E. Hulme, in Saskatchewan to help with the wheat harvest in 1906, experienced what he called the “fright of the mind before the unknown”: a horrifying, agoraphobic vision of the insignificance of man before the oppressive and impossible immensity of Canada’s physical landscape.21 Hulme went on to become the English-speaking world’s greatest philosopher of modernism, the man celebrated by T.S. Eliot as “the forerunner of a new attitude of mind.” 22 This new attitude was shaped, Hulme himself believed, by his fright of the mind before the distended horizons of the Canadian Prairies—“the first time I ever felt the necessity or inevitability of verse.” 23

			Others, gazing upon this robust grandeur, had felt the necessity and inevitability of pictures. At the opening of the Art Association of Montreal in 1879, the governor general, the Marquess of Lorne, urged Canadian painters to turn for inspiration and the creation of a national “school” to “the foaming rush of . . . cascades, overhung by the mighty pines or branching maples” and “the sterile and savage rock scenery of the Saguenay.” 24 By 1879 his injunction was already redundant. Almost every corner of the country had been captured on canvas. The habitants, waterfalls and Mohawk and Huron encampments of Quebec had appeared in the work of Cornelius Krieghoff. Paul Kane captured the remote frontiers of the West during a long odyssey across the continent in 1846–48, from Toronto to the Juan de Fuca Strait and back. Two decades later the English painter Frances Anne Hopkins canoed through the fur-trading routes of the Great Lakes with her husband, an inspector for the Hudson’s Bay Company. Then in 1888 Lucius O’Brien, the first president of the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts, made a cross-country train journey to Vancouver. He spent the entire summer exploring Howe Sound in a sailing canoe navigated by Chinook guides.

			Not even the Canadian Arctic was a territory uncharted by painters. The British midshipman Robert Hood, a member of Sir John Franklin’s 1819–21 expedition, executed watercolours of animals and birds, his brush sometimes freezing to his paper as he worked. In 1859 Frederic Edwin Church, an American, journeyed to the southeastern tip of Labrador to paint icebergs. Two years later another American artist, William Bradford, donned sealskins, chartered a twenty-ton schooner and began producing hugely popular studies of the Labrador coast.

			And yet, for all these thousand miles by canoe, train or whaling ship, and for all these canvases of jagged mountains and misty cascades, by the turn of the new century the accusation lingered that the “true North” had not yet been captured with a distinctively Canadian flavour, with a style adequate to the matchless geography. The point was made in 1908 by Harold Mortimer-Lamb, a British-born employee of the Canadian Mining Institute who became a pictorialist photographer and art critic. “No painter,” Mortimer-Lamb contended in the Canadian Magazine, “has yet experienced the spirit of the great northland; none perhaps has possessed the power of insight which such a task would demand.” 25

			THE PROBLEM WAS partly a matter of technique, of learning to see the particulars of the Canadian landscape—its flora, its geology, its clear and brittle atmosphere—through distinctively “Canadian” eyes in a way that would channel or interpret Hulme’s fright of the mind. European travellers of the nineteenth century always compared the Canadian wilderness to the beauty spots of Europe: the area around Parry Sound to the hills of Killarney, the islands of Georgian Bay to the Hesperides. But if Canada’s northern landscape was unique, then its depiction called for unique representational strategies. Yet O’Brien’s paintings, with their burnished atmosphere and sense of hushed grandeur, hewed closely to the style of American painters such as Church and Albert Bierstadt.

			Or again, the canvases of two of Canada’s most renowned landscapists, Homer Watson and Horatio Walker, were resolutely European in style. Watson was even known as the “Canadian Constable,” and Walker depicted Quebec farm life in a sentimentally heroic style recalling the peasant scenes of the French painter Jean-
François Millet. Both men enjoyed enormous success, both in Canada and abroad. Watson’s works were owned by both Oscar Wilde and Queen Victoria, and in 1902 a New York art critic hailed Walker (winner of numerous international prizes) as “the man to whom the first place among American painters should unanimously be conceded.” 26 Yet they painted Canadian scenes with few concessions to the local conditions. A young art student, visiting Watson’s studio near Berlin, Ontario, in 1910, was surprised to find his sombre works a complete contrast to “the country in which he lives. You would never recognize it from his work.” 27

			The lack of an indigenous Canadian artistic style was noted by various foreign observers. An 1886 exhibition of Canadian paintings in London struck an English artist with its “evident traces of French influence,” and a critic reviewing the same show could have believed himself in “a good European art gallery.” 28 A generation later, the European imprint was as pronounced as ever. A critic for the Morning Post, surveying Canadian paintings at the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool in 1910, saw “the beginning of a movement that will produce great things in the future.” But he lamented that the essence of the Canadian landscape was “crushed out by a foreign-begotten technique” because Canadian painters had been forced to seek their means of expression “in the ateliers of a foreign land.” 29

			Tragically, one of the few artists celebrated for painting the landscape in a uniquely “Canadian” style—for painting the Canadian wilderness in a manner praised as “free, strong, untrammeled of convention”—had been Neil McKechnie, who drowned at the age of twenty-seven.30 McKechnie’s death on the Mattagami showed all too plainly how the Canadian painter’s relationship to the landscape was fundamentally different from that of the French or English or Dutch to theirs. The Canadian landscape was not only vaster and less populous, but it was also more intractable and potentially dangerous. Life in many parts of the Dominion was more basic and elemental than in Europe, leading to a very different sense of place and—allegedly—calling for a different type of character. The Canadian landscape was, in history and legend, where people froze to death, drowned, starved or went mad from isolation. Even in an area as apparently colonized by trains and tourist hotels as Algonquin Provincial Park, it was still necessary, in the middle of winter, for cottagers to connect their doors to their woodsheds and outhouses by means of rope lines to avoid getting lost in blizzards and dying in what was literally their own backyard.31

			Canadian landscape art had produced martyrs in both McKechnie and Robert Hood. The latter was shot through the head by one of his starving companions, a voyageur known as “Michel the Iroquois”; two other members of the expedition, driven mad by hunger, murdered Michel and stayed alive by eating Hood’s buffalo robe.32 Franklin, famously, ate his own boots. Clearly this was not a Dutch riverside or the sheep-clad Surrey hills. How could Canadian painters possibly respond to their physical environment in the same way the Dutch or British did to theirs? A new idiom of landscape was called for.

			FOR SEVERAL YEARS Tom Thomson’s supervisor at Grip Limited had been J.E.H. MacDonald. If Thomson clashed with his superiors in the past, his relationship with the gentle, retiring and slightly shambolic Jim MacDonald was far more temperate and satisfying. MacDonald was called by friends “a wonderful poetic soul, full of humour and patience” and compared to a “secular monk” with the “simple mysticism of St. Francis of Assisi.” 33 He was known for pouring oil on troubled waters. “Often a somewhat delicate situation, with possibilities of wrathful recrimination, would be saved,” a friend later wrote, “by a flash of Jim’s delightful humour which turned anger into laughter.” 34 MacDonald (whom Thomson always addressed formally as “Mr. MacDonald”) no doubt had many opportunities to quell Thomson’s anger. He was also to become one of the most important influences on the younger man’s art.

			Four years older than Thomson, the red-haired MacDonald had been born in England, in Durham, to a Canadian father and a British mother. At fourteen he immigrated with his parents to Hamilton, apprenticing soon afterwards with a lithography company while attending evening classes at the Hamilton Art School. In 1890 he moved to Toronto, starting at Grip soon after the demise of Bengough’s magazine. More art lessons followed. In 1898 he enrolled in Saturday classes at the Central Ontario School of Art and Industrial Design, where he, like Thomson a few years later, studied under 
Cruikshank. He also joined the Toronto Art Students’ League, a group based on the Art Students’ League of New York, founded in 1875 to provide tuition outside the more conservative art schools. In the Toronto version, nationalism came to the fore. “There was a great stirring of the Canadian ideal,” MacDonald would later write.35 The men gathered in the evening to sing canoeing songs. Determined to depict Canadian scenes, members embarked on cross-Canada sketching trips, the results of which were illustrated calendars published annually between 1893 and 1904. Although some members set off on daring voyages of the sort that cost one of their number, Neil McKechnie, his life, the frail, slender MacDonald generally stuck to Toronto’s suburbs.

			MacDonald had eventually returned to England for further employment and training. After marrying a primary school teacher in 1899 and becoming a father two years later, he moved with his young family to London. For the next four years he worked with the Carlton Studios, whose three Canadian founders were all graduates of the Central Ontario School of Art and Industrial Design and former Grip employees. He spent much time in London’s great art museums. Although a wide range of paintings was on offer, the art of Edwardian England had been dominated by landscapes. Each year the exhibitions at the Royal Academy and other venues filled with images of fields, pastures and groves—vistas offering agreeable flights from London’s smoke and ever-inflating population (the city had increased by 900,000 people during the 1890s: its total population was almost 
7 million). In 1906 MacDonald saw what he called “a little forest picture” by a painter of the Barbizon School, Narcisse-Virgile Diaz de la Peña. The work inspired in him the ambition to become a great painter: “I seemed to get a clear feeling, though faint and far off, that someday I, too, would be an artist and produce similar things.” He saw himself, he claimed, “as a forest specialist.” 36

			MacDonald returned to Canada in 1906 to become head designer at Grip. He continued to hone his skills as a forest specialist by painting landscapes in High Park, along the Humber River and occasionally in Muskoka. He made his first important sale early in 1911 when the Government of Ontario purchased By the River, Early Spring. In November of that year, in a fateful episode for Canadian art, he staged a solo exhibition of his work at the Arts and Letters Club.

			Only a few blocks from Temperance Street, the Arts and Letters Club was founded in 1908 as a venue for staging plays and art exhibitions and otherwise facilitating creative interactions among Toronto artists and writers. Membership was open to all men (and it was exclusively a men’s club) who had “artistic tastes and inclinations.” 37 According to its founder, the journalist Augustus Bridle, the club was “a weird, delightful rendezvous! Absolute escape from all that otherwise made Toronto consumingly commercial.” 38 One early member, Vincent Massey, enjoyed the company of the “weird geniuses” who made the club so different from “the complacent Philistinism of most Toronto drawing-rooms.” 39 After eviction from its premises above the Brown Betty restaurant on King Street East, it had relocated to the second floor of a building housing the Court House of the County of York. The lease specified that members use the tradesmen’s entrance, accessed only after members picked their way past the police horses’ dollops of manure. It was a fitting metaphor for how Toronto’s professional elite regarded those with artistic tastes and inclinations.

			MacDonald’s collection of landscapes received great acclaim from his fellow artists in the club. The noted Canadian landscapist C.W. Jefferys was particularly struck. A painter who had made his name with panoramas of the Prairies, Jefferys detested how Canadian scenes were so often expressed through what he called “European formulas.” On too many Canadian paintings, he wrote, “lay the blight of misty Holland, mellow England, the veiled sunlight of France.” 40 But Jefferys believed he saw in MacDonald’s works an original and uniquely Canadian approach. “Mr. MacDonald’s art is native—native as the rocks, snow or pine trees that are so largely his theme. In these sketches there is a refreshing absence of Europe or anything else, save Canada.” 41

			MacDonald’s fondness for Narcisse Diaz indicates the extent of Jefferys’s wishful thinking. Some of his early works certainly paid homage to distinctively Canadian subjects, with By the River, Early Spring (painted near the Muskoka cottage of his wife’s aunt) featuring jamcrackers at work before a tumbling waterfall. But the “foreign-begotten technique” was still evident in his choice of sun-etched cloudscapes, a result of his close studies of John Constable at the 
Victoria & Albert Museum. The blue shadows in his early snowscapes, as well his broken brushwork, reveal his interest in French Impressionism (neatly characterized by one American critic as the “blue-shadow idea”).42

			Still, even if MacDonald’s paintings did not live up to the patriotic rod-and-paddle machismo of the singalong gatherings at the Toronto Art Students’ League, the aspiration to paint Canada on its own terms—and to “awaken artistic consciousness” in Canadians—at least was there.

			THE SUCCESS OF MacDonald’s exhibition at the Arts and Letters Club and the sale of his jamcracker painting to the Government of Ontario proved there was an appetite—albeit in refined circles—for northern scenes painted in an Impressionist style. Buoyed by the success of his solo exhibition, and frustrated by the drudgery of commercial work that meant he passed day after day, as he put it, “in the same old way . . . in the same old place, with my nose down to the same old work,” MacDonald resigned from Grip at the end of 1911 to work full-time on his painting.43 A few months later, he sold yet another painting. The National Gallery of Canada bought In the Pine Shadows, Moonlight, a dreamy winter scene that attempted to capture the effects of moonlight and shadows on fresh snow.

			A few desks away from MacDonald in the office of Grip Limited, Tom Thomson had undoubtedly taken notice of his superior’s success. Thus far Thomson had painted mostly in the Toronto environs. It was probably MacDonald’s success, and perhaps also his “Canadian ideals,” that inspired Thomson to pack his palette as well as his brand-new fishing rod when he went to Algonquin Park in 1912. By the time he returned to the Grip office at the end of May, he was already planning to take a leave of absence and, equipped with his camera and sketching materials, embark on another trip into Ontario’s Shield country.

		

	


	
		
			3 EIN TORONTO REALIST

			ANOTHER MEMBER OF the Arts and Letters Club, besides C.W. Jefferys, took an interest in J.E.H. MacDonald’s 1911 exhibition. Twenty-six-year-old Lawren Harris was intrigued by the same qualities in the paintings applauded by Jefferys. “These sketches,” Harris would write in retrospect, “contained intimations of something new in painting in Canada, an indefinable spirit which seemed to express the country more clearly than any painting I had yet seen.” He added that he saw in MacDonald’s landscapes “the beginning of what I, myself, vaguely felt; what I was groping toward—Canada painted in her own spirit.” 1

			Lawren Harris’s background was different from either MacDonald’s or Tom Thomson’s. Always turned out impeccably in a silk shirt and a grey suit—flannel in summer, tweed in winter—he looked, a friend later wrote, “like a Bay Street stockbroker.” 2 He had a neat moustache, crisp manner and fastidious dislike of clutter. A photograph taken in his mid-thirties would show him punctiliously adding paint to a canvas while wearing three-piece salt-and-pepper tweeds.

			The patrician manner was genuine. Harris’s grandfather Alanson had founded a wealthy Brantford dynasty whose fortune came from the “Brantford Light Binder,” a horse-drawn reaper that competed with Daniel Massey’s “Toronto Light Binder” until the two firms merged in 1891 to form Massey-Harris, Canada’s largest corporation. A year later Harris’s father died of Bright’s disease, and as the eldest of two brothers, Lawren might have been expected to join the family business. But he had little interest in farm implements. After studying at St. Andrew’s College, a newly opened boys’ school in Rosedale, he enrolled in 1903 at the University of Toronto. His mathematics professor persuaded his mother that the young man was better suited to studying art.

			Aspiring young Canadian artists usually set sail for Paris. One Canadian, arriving in Paris in the mid-1890s, discovered “quite a colony of Canadian art students.” 3 Harris, though, went to Berlin. The choice was based less on artistic than on domestic motives, because his thirty-year-old uncle, Dr. William Kilborne Stewart, a Harvard PhD and German instructor at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire, was pursuing post-doctoral studies there. Arriving in Berlin in 1905, Harris enrolled in private lessons with three different teachers. One of them, Franz Skarbina, was among the city’s most prominent painters.

			For the twenty-year-old Harris, Berlin was a wholly new experience. He would later describe the Ontario of his youth as a place where the people were “submerged in the severest orthodoxy, divided and blinded and sustained by sectarian views, comfortably warped by provincialism and remote from all cultural centres.” 4 Religion certainly ran in the Harris family. His maternal grandfather had been a Presbyterian minister, and his paternal great-grandfather, “Elder John,” a circuit-riding preacher commemorated by a stained glass window in the Baptist church in Boston, Ontario. His uncle Elmore Harris, a premillennialist, served as pastor of the Walmer Road Baptist Church in Toronto and as president of the Toronto Bible Training School. An uncle by marriage was minister of the Bloor Street Presbyterian Church. Harris himself had been raised a Baptist, attending church three times a day on Sunday.

			Berlin exposed the young Harris to a world very different from this claustrophobic provincialism. In 1905 it had a population of more than 2 million; in Europe, only London and Paris were larger. An English visitor described it as the “chief pleasure town of Germany and the great centre for wealthy persons in search of amusement and dissipation.” 5 Whereas Toronto still did not have a single art museum, for a young student in Berlin an enormous range of paintings from every European school could be seen in large art museums such as the Altes Museum, the Neues Museum, the Nationalgalerie and the newly opened (in 1904) Kaiser Friedrich Museum. There was also the Great Berlin Art Exhibition, held each summer at a large exhibition hall in which thousands of paintings and pieces of sculpture went on show. The city was teeming with other art students, with the Royal Art School and the Berlin Academy of Arts turning out rigorously trained young painters.

			PIONEERING MOVEMENTS WERE well under way in the German art world by the time Lawren Harris arrived in Berlin in 1905. The previous decade had been a period of rapid intellectual and technological innovation. Radical new proofs were emerging about the nature of both the self and the visible world. The realm of dreams, somnambulism, hypnotism and hallucinations was being explored and described by the new discipline of psychology. French scientists were studying the effects of shapes and colours on the nervous system and unconscious mind. Physics was demonstrating a series of dynamic processes—invisible waves, force fields, electrically charged particles. X-rays were discovered in 1896, and in the following year a British physicist destroyed the concept of the atom as an indivisible unity by demonstrating the electron to be a subatomic particle.

			New forms of artistic expression developed as the European art world responded to these discoveries. Conventions established and perfected in the Renaissance were replaced by more personal strategies of representation. Tradition and parochialism came under assault as young painters, believing a breach with the past necessary for art to move forward, seceded from official art academies. Manifestos flew and new journals were founded. In 1898 the architect August Endell, a Berliner, had prophetically declared, “To those with understanding . . . we are not only at the beginning of a new stylistic phase, but at the same time on the threshold of the development of a completely new Art.” 6

			Berlin had been in the vanguard of the new approach to art for more than a decade. By the early 1890s the city was home to an avant-garde led by the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch and the Swedish writer August Strindberg. Munch was one of the great bellwethers of European modernism. In 1892, then twenty-nine and known in his native Norway as “Bizzarro,” he was invited by the Society of Berlin Artists, a private association, to exhibit fifty-five of his paintings and etchings at their autumn exhibition at the Architektenhaus. Bitter controversy ensued over Munch’s obsessive meditations on love, sex, melancholia and death: a Frankfurt newspaper called on “true believers” to rise up and condemn “that Nordic dauber and poisoner of Art.” 7 The members of Berlin’s Academy of Arts, a more conservative body of professional artists, ordered the show to be closed down after only a week—an edict that prompted Munch to mock his enemies as “a lot of terrible old painters who are beside themselves at the new trend.” 8

			One of Munch’s strongest supporters proved to be Franz Skarbina, then forty-three. A Berlin native, Skarbina had taught anatomical drawing and the science of perspective at the Academy of Arts but resigned his post in protest against Munch’s treatment. With a number of other disgruntled artists he founded the Gruppe der Elf (Group of Eleven), a collective that staged independent exhibitions and tried to foster a more understanding public for modern art. Its members were accused by Emperor Wilhelm ii—an arch-conservative when it came to matters artistic—of “poisoning the soul of the German nation.” 9 In 1896, however, a critic for the avant-garde journal Pan declared that the Group of Eleven had “helped the cause of modern art more than anything else that has been done to introduce modernity to Berlin—no small achievement, considering the lazy and stupid trust in the conventional that resists anything new, young and forceful.” 10

			Two years later, in 1898, the Group of Eleven expanded to become the Berlin Secession, a revitalizing force in German art that attracted many young painters into the city and staged controversial exhibitions. Over the next few years the Secession introduced Berliners to the work of Paul Cézanne, Paul Gauguin, Wassily Kandinsky and Vincent Van Gogh. In 1902 Munch joined the Secession and exhibited, for the first time, the entirety of his Frieze of Life.

			Harris was undoubtedly aware of developments within the Continental avant-garde thanks to his studies with Munch’s champion Skarbina, who served on the executive committee of the Berlin Secession. He also saw their works, since by his own account he “went the rounds of the public and dealers’ galleries.” 11 During Harris’s time in Berlin, Munch would exhibit five times with the Berlin Secession and another six in private galleries around the city, and seventy-two works by Van Gogh were shown in Berlin between 1904 and 1907.12

			Harris did not entirely comprehend these new currents in European art. His small acquaintance with Canadian art had little prepared him for the galleries of Europe. “Modern paintings interested me most,” he wrote later of his years in Berlin. “I remember, however, while I was strongly attracted to them I did not understand Gauguin, Van Gogh and Cézanne.” 13 This same baffled fascination would be experienced a few years later by another young Canadian art student, Emily Carr, who arrived in Paris in the summer of 1910. “Something in it stirred me,” she later wrote of the art she saw, “but I could not at first make head or tail of what it was about.” 14

			What neither Harris nor Carr understood at first was how these painters were exploring new visual modes. Many younger European painters were abandoning the techniques taught in the academies: the varnished surfaces, delicate brushwork and modulated tones of the Old Masters. They renounced efforts to create convincing illusions of three-dimensional space through shading, modelling and perspective; they emphasized instead the flatness of the picture plane and the sensuous manipulation of their materials. Brush marks and even the weave of the canvases were often left visible. Colours became more strident, and the more experimental added their pigments in small, separate touches. Gauguin worked with flat planes of bright colour thickly outlined in black, and Van Gogh sometimes applied paint in an impasto so thick that he might have been (and sometimes was) squeezing pigment onto his canvas straight from the tube. Such experimental and individualistic styles were sharply at odds with the tried-and-true modus operandi of the art academies.

			IF HE HAD little comprehension of these ideas and techniques at this early point in his career, Harris did absorb one aspect of modern art passed on to him by Franz Skarbina. An English writer described Berlin as a modern city that showed “the most complete application of science, order and method . . . to public life.” 15 But Skarbina did not see the city, least of all Berlin, as a utopia. He was among the German artists and intellectuals who deplored the poverty and inhumanity of the modern metropolis. A number of prominent European thinkers—Ferdinand Tönnies, Émile Durkheim, Max Weber, Georg Simmel—were writing about the alienating effects of the urban environment. Tönnies distinguished between the Gemeinschaft (a community based on personal ties and fellow feeling) and the Gesellschaft (the rootlessness and impersonality of modern industrial society). Durkheim believed rural life was characterized by a unity of values, beliefs and sentiments that produced what he called “collective consciousness”—a cohesiveness that he believed could not exist in a large city.16

			Skarbina specialized in depictions of this rootlessness, showing downtrodden workers against the background of soot-and-steam cityscapes. He won a reputation for showing the poor and industrial areas unknown to the German middle classes and for rendering them in a style combining Realism with an Impressionist concern for light and atmosphere (he was widely praised by the critics for his ability to paint artificial light). One of his best-known works, The Matthiasstrasse in Hamburg (1891), featured a woman clutching a baby in a claustrophobic and ramshackle alley in the middle of a slum. In 1895 he exhibited Gleisanlage des Güterbahnhofs Weißensee (known as Railway Tracks in North Berlin) depicting an exhausted couple crossing the steam-filled rail yards outside Berlin’s Anhalter Station. Such works saw him celebrated as “Ein Berliner Realist.” 17

			Influenced by Skarbina’s choice of subject, as well as by his Impressionist technique and view of the metropolis as a place of poverty and despair, Harris sketched and painted a number of urban scenes in Berlin. He concentrated on the houses beside the River Spree and the shabby, sunless alleys that attracted Skarbina. In one of his watercolours, Buildings on the River Spree, a cart horse stands before the facades of riverside buildings whose picturesque details—shutters, dormer windows and steeply pitched, snow-covered roofs—are offset by the grey sky and an air of desertion. The work shows obvious parallels with Skarbina’s Hof im Schnee (Courtyard in the Snow), painted in 1905 and undoubtedly seen by Harris in Skarbina’s studio. Like Skarbina, he painted his houses in a vertical rather than a horizontal format, exploring the effects of snow and failing light on the warm brown tones of the buildings.

			Dissatisfaction with the ugly and overcrowded metropolis led many German intellectuals to escape into the countryside to experience what one Berlin city planner extolled as “the incomparable joys of Mother Nature.” 18 The beauty of the German landscape was the subject of a loose group of artists known as Heimatkunstlers, or regional painters. Among them was one of Harris’s other teachers, Fritz von Wille, who concentrated his efforts on the Eifel region of Germany, portraying what one critic called “Nature with her vastness and grandeur.” 19 Harris was to discover this vastness and grandeur first-hand in the summer of 1906, when he went on a hiking holiday in the Austrian Alps, and then again the following summer in Bavaria, with his third instructor, Adolf Gustav Schlabitz. Harris found Schlabitz, then in his early fifties, “an interesting character” (Schlabitz played the flute as they hiked).20 He was, however, less adventurous as a painter than Skarbina. A member of neither the Group of Eleven nor the Berlin Secession, he painted mainly placid mountain landscapes of sunbathed, flora-covered alpine meadows.

			In Bavaria, Schlabitz introduced Harris to the German poet and landscapist Paul Thiem, whose unorthodox religious views (he was probably a theosophist) the young Canadian found “shocking and stirring.” 21 Thiem’s outrageous opinions were offset by his rather docile landscapes. Providing a counterpoint to the gritty urban subjects favoured by Skarbina, he painted the German countryside in a style intended to evoke what a review of one of his Berlin exhibitions called a “quiet German Heimatgefühl,” or sense of home.22 Thiem and other landscapists believed this sense of place and belonging, drastically eroded in a metropolis such as Berlin, could still be experienced among Germany’s forests and mountains.

			Many of these painters were influenced by the work of the great German landscapist Caspar David Friedrich. Forgotten for many decades, Friedrich was dramatically rediscovered in 1890, fifty years after his death, when a Norwegian art historian found many of his canvases gathering dust in a Dresden warehouse; in 1906 thirty-two of them went on show at the Nationalgalerie in Berlin, a landmark exhibition that Harris almost certainly would have seen.23 Friedrich’s paintings typically projected a sense of the divine onto both natural and man-made phenomena—mountains, sunsets, ruined abbeys, solitary pine trees—in haunting and often austere landscapes. The fact that these remarkable canvases, with their lonely alpine peaks, Gothic churches and bleak Baltic shorelines, were seen as characteristically German (Friedrich was an ardent patriot who conveyed political symbolism through his landscapes) meant he was quickly celebrated as the foremost exponent of a national tradition: one critic called him “the most German of Germany’s painters.” 24

			Much later, Harris would claim that when he returned to Toronto from Germany, “my whole interest was in the Canadian scene. It was, in truth, as though I had never been to Europe. Any paintings, drawings or sketches I saw with a Canadian tang excited me more than anything I had seen in Europe.” 25 To a friend he later wrote that he “forgot the indoor studio-learning of Europe” virtually as soon as he returned to Canadian shores.26 Years after the fact he would claim that MacDonald’s little display of works in the Arts and Letters Club affected him more than “any paintings I had seen in Europe.” 27

			These were retrospective constructions that greatly overstated the case. Harris was eager, later in his career, to shake the dust of Europe from his shoes, to cover his artistic tracks and present himself as a wholly indigenous talent who was (as his letter put it) “simply dictated to by the environment and life I was born and brought up in.” 28 He would make no public acknowledgement of his debt to the modern styles and movements, or important teachers such as Skarbina, to which his years in Berlin had exposed him.

			But Harris took away from Berlin, when he finished his studies there in 1907, considerably more than his arduously acquired techniques in drawing and painting. He was exposed, in particular, to the contrast between the urban alienation painted by Skarbina and the more sacred life of the countryside, where both a stronger sense of belonging and (as Friedrich had shown) an idea of the supernatural could be discovered and cultivated. His two years in Berlin had also revealed to him the bitter rivalry between the “new, young and forceful” artists—exemplified by Skarbina’s Group of Eleven—and the “lazy and stupid trust in the conventional” that so many young German artists wished to overturn. They were lessons that, acknowledged or not, he would carry forth in the years ahead.

			BY THE END of 1911, when he first met J.E.H. MacDonald, Harris had been back in Toronto for three years. By this time he too was a family man struggling to earn a reputation as a painter. In 1910 he married an heiress named Trixie Phillips (“a nice, gay little thing,” according to a friend).29 Their son, also named Lawren, was born within the year. Determined to make his way as an artist, he was renting a studio above a grocery store at Yonge and Cumberland.

			Harris went on sketching expeditions to the Laurentians, the Haliburton Highlands and Lac Memphrémagog in Quebec. But his true passion after he returned from Berlin was cityscapes—images of urban poverty of the sort painted by Franz Skarbina. Toronto certainly had plenty of scenes of ugliness and destitution. Residents and visitors alike deplored the unsightly appearance of its poorer neighbourhoods. The lack of parks and the ill-favoured streets and buildings, together with the winter slush and summer dust, made Toronto, according to various observers, “squalid” and “contemptible.” The English-born landscapist F.M. Bell-Smith called it “third-rate” and “quite out of the race of modern cities.” 30

			Bell-Smith, ironically, had done one of the few compelling Toronto cityscapes. Better known as a painter of the Rockies, in 1894 he created his marvellous Lights of a City Street, a snapshot of the rain-slicked and newsboy-clamouring corner of King and Yonge. First shown to high acclaim in 1897, it was purchased by Simpsons and placed on display in the Palm Room of their department store at Queen and Yonge. For the most part, however, Toronto scenes were rare. Visitors to the city’s art exhibitions could feel they had closed the door behind them on their mundane urban world and entered a pleasingly rural wonderland of Muskoka shorelines, English cottages and Quebec sugar camps.

			Harris found artistic inspiration in the “squalid” and “contemptible” parts of Toronto. Although he was raised in a stately late-Victorian mansion on St. George Street, and although Toronto’s finest architect, Eden Smith, was building a large and comfortable Arts and Crafts house for him on Clarendon Avenue, it was districts such as the Ward, a notoriously poor enclave immediately south of Queen’s Park, that held a special fascination for him.

			The Ward was home to many Jewish and Italian immigrants who ran small businesses or worked in the sweatshops along Spadina Avenue. It was bounded on the east by Yonge Street and on the south by City Hall. In 1909 Augustus Bridle called it “the most cosmopolitan part of Toronto,” with “rows of blinking little modern shops” and “everywhere the shuffling, gabbling crowd.” A report in the Toronto Daily Star described it less appealingly as a place of “filth and disorder.” 31 Another writer remarked that it was “generally regarded by the respectable citizens of Toronto as a strange and fearful place into which it is unwise to enter even in daylight.” 32 The neighbourhood had long attracted the attention of social reformers—though never before that of an artist.

			In a reprise of his Berlin experiments, Harris made pencil sketches and paintings in the Ward. Urban painters such as The Eight, a group of American artists who specialized in gritty New York street scenes, used plunging perspectives and strong diagonals to emphasize the speed and vitality of the large modern metropolis. Harris, however, approached his subject differently. He depicted Toronto’s terraces of houses flat to the picture plane, with no swirling crowds and no slashing perspectives. Toronto certainly possessed little of the dash and vitality of either New York or European capitals, and Harris was interested in offering a more intimate, meditative view of streets all but empty of traffic and inhabitants. The shuffling crowd mentioned by Bridle was absent, along with any social comment it might have broached. His interest, at least at this stage, was primarily aesthetic. In a work such as A Row of Houses, Wellington Street, he was merely attempting, he explained, “to depict the clear, hard sunlight of a Canadian noon in winter.” 33

			THE RENDERING OF the transient effects of these impalpable phenomena such as sunlight and shadows, together with their “Canadian tang,” was what had apparently attracted Harris to MacDonald’s paintings at the Arts and Letters Club. Harris was greatly exaggerating when he claimed that MacDonald’s works at this point showed “something new in painting in Canada.” For the past two decades, many Canadian artists (especially those who spent time in Paris) had been sketching out of doors and depicting the Canadian landscape in an Impressionistic style.34 But his admiration for MacDonald clearly extended to the personal level, and the two men quickly became friends. They already had a number of mutual acquaintances, since Harris knew Grip employees such as Fergus Kyle and J.W. “Bill” Beatty. Harris had previously gone on sketching expeditions with both Kyle and Beatty, and so it was natural that he and MacDonald should likewise begin working together.

			The two men’s first expedition, sometime early in 1912, appears to have been one to the Toronto waterfront near the foot of Bathurst Street, near Fort York. This industrial zone, bisected by the railway and its sidings, was home to a silver-plate company and a stove foundry. Nearby, on land where Lake Ontario had been infilled, were lumberyards, a cattle market and the premises of Consumers Gas Company, with its two gasometers. These great cylindrical monoliths distilled and stored coal gas.

			MacDonald had no real enthusiasm for urban scenes, least of all ones of Toronto, which he disparaged as “this grey town.” 35 The choice of location was almost certainly Harris’s. The subject matter was probably inspired by Skarbina’s twilight masterpiece Railway Tracks in North Berlin, an industrial landscape featuring a gasometer flanked by chimney stacks in a haze of smoke and steam. Harris was no doubt also aware of cries of modernists such as the English poet and art critic Laurence Binyon, who wanted artists to turn away from “subjects from the past” and instead paint images of modern life. “We are to celebrate the sublime geometry of gasworks,” Binyon wrote in 1910, “the hubbub of arsenals, the intoxicating swiftness of aeroplanes.” 36 What better way for Harris and MacDonald to proclaim themselves modernists than by depicting icons of the contemporary industrial city such as smokestacks, locomotives and gasometers?

			There might have also been another motive for choosing this location. Toronto industrialized around the time of Confederation, after which its steam-powered factories and foundries became sources of local pride. The first few decades after Confederation were the heroic age of factories and machines—of locomotives puffing through Crowsnest Pass and Massey-Harris reapers fanning out across the Prairies. Indeed, one of the first films ever shot in Canada, by the Edison Company in 1898, starred a new Massey-Harris binder. The pages of the Canadian Illustrated News were filled with inspiring engravings of Toronto’s busy factories, and a nineteenth-century catalogue for Hart Massey’s farm implements proudly featured an illustration of a factory blackening the sky with smoke.37 Steam and smoke meant jobs and signalled prosperity. As late as 1912 a new Toronto subdivision called the Silverthorn Park Addition hoped to lure homebuyers with a newspaper advertisement that showed smoke-belching factories. It proudly declared Silverthorn to be “right in the heart of the factory district.” 38

			Canadian industry was prominent in the news in the months before MacDonald and Harris took themselves down to the waterfront. Toronto’s industries had vigorously expanded over the previous decade,39 and a good deal of MacDonald’s professional career had been spent producing images of Canadian commercial prosperity (including, in 1911, a poster for Canadian Northern Steamships showing black smoke billowing from a steamer’s funnels).40 But in 1911 all of that prosperity had been threatened. The country had just fought an election on the issue of free trade with the United States. The reciprocity proposals called for free exchange in both natural resources and a wide variety of manufactured goods: everything from pocket knives and surgical gauze, to musical instruments, motor vehicles and urinals. Reciprocity was popular in the resource-rich West but bitterly opposed by Ontario’s captains of industry. Arguments about the national interest were rolled out to defend the owners of private fortunes. “Canadian nationality is now threatened with a more serious blow than any it has heretofore met with,” declared the manifesto of a group of protectionist magnates known as the Toronto Eighteen. The Conservative leader, Robert Borden, wrote a letter in a Toronto newspaper claiming the treaty would cause “the disintegration of Canada.” 41 Anti-American sentiment was unleashed in pamphlets and cartoons; the Stars and Stripes was even censored in Ontario cinemas. On September 21, 1911, Borden’s Conservatives won the election by 132 seats to Laurier’s 85.

			It seems too much of a coincidence that Harris should have been drawn to Toronto’s industrial zone at such a time. Already stirred by nationalist sentiments, he must have noticed how the treaty had provided for the importing of American harvesters, reapers and threshing machines. He would also have known that Sir Lyman Melvin-Jones, president and general manager of Massey-Harris, though personally loyal to the Liberals, opposed the deal, which would have seen farmers in the West able to buy more affordable farm machinery.

			If MacDonald’s work for Grip Limited involved him in the design of publicity for steamship lines and ambitious new Toronto subdivisions, Harris had already done his own hymn to industrial endeavour and commercial abundance. In 1911 he painted The Eaton Manufacturing Building. This twelve-storey factory on Queen Street West was built two years earlier, the latest addition to the handful of skyscrapers on the urban landscape and a glass-and-steel testimony to Toronto’s prosperity and modernity. Harris produced a remarkable picture in which the Eaton building looms like an apparition over the Ward’s nondescript houses and sheds. Chimney smoke, shadows and industrial steam are set off by an ethereal sunset shimmering in the monolith’s windows.

			Harris was no doubt hoping for a similar evocation of the city’s industrial sublime when he and MacDonald set up their easels in the snow beside the lakefront. They were probably accompanied by another Toronto painter, thirty-year-old Peter Clapham Sheppard, a graphic designer and a student of Cruikshank (MacDonald’s former teacher) at the Central Ontario School of Art and Industrial Design. Each produced a painting of a gasometer, concentrating on the interactions of atmosphere and colour to create Canadian versions of the “tinted steam” paintings of nineteenth-century landscapists such as J.M.W. Turner and Claude Monet.42 The example of Skarbina, at least for Harris, was paramount. For Skarbina railway tracks and chimney stacks were motifs by which the brutality of the modern metropolis, mercilessly shaped by industry and hostile to its inhabitants, was most graphically expressed.43 Skarbina, however, was also mesmerized by the visual effects of the bustling metropolis—its electric light, its swirling smoke and rising steam. Railway Tracks in North Berlin was a Stimmungsbild, or “atmosphere painting,” intended to capture the spectacle of the metropolis and evoke a mood of reverie.44

			The Toronto painters likewise beautified their city’s industrialized urban landscape. Sheppard’s Toronto Gasworks with Locomotives, a fifteen-by-twenty-centimetre oil sketch (no doubt painted on the spot), and MacDonald’s finished painting, Tracks and Traffic, 
both showed a black cpr locomotive powering through the snow-
covered premises of the Consumers Gas Company, steam billowing from the smokestack into an overcast sky. Harris’s The Gas Works approached the subject from a different angle. Unlike MacDonald, who painted the gasholders from the south, he positioned himself on their north side, in what appears to be a vacant lot overlooking the backs of houses on Niagara Street. From this vantage point he concentrated on the larger of the two gasometers, a monstrous, rust-brown shadow. Only MacDonald offered a human touch: two workmen, one with a shovel slung over his shoulder, crossing the cedar-block pavement that stretches through the foreground.

			Already the differences in MacDonald’s and Harris’s approaches are evident. MacDonald added a profusion of distracting detail—a caboose, stacks of lumber in the yard, telephone poles—and gave volume to the locomotive steam through an intricate manipulation of light and shade. Harris simplified his composition: detail was eliminated and forms flattened as he concentrated on the profile of the gasometer, which he turned into the kind of distant but looming presence that would appear in so many of his later paintings of mountains. His interest in geometric forms indicates his movement away from Impressionism and its transient effects in search of more solid volumes.

			Anyone seeing these paintings in 1912 could have believed an urban realist school, mixed with tinctures of French Impressionism and German Stimmungsbild, was on the brink of developing in Toronto. Harris certainly maintained an interest in urban subjects, and in future years Sheppard would create ambitious and magically beautiful Toronto cityscapes. But the experiment at the foot of Bathurst Street would never be repeated. Harris and MacDonald seem to have concluded that there was no real “Canadian tang” in paintings of chimney stacks and gasometers: such works could as easily have been done in Berlin or Amsterdam or London.

			There was, of course, only one direction to go in order to paint Canada “in her own spirit.” Soon afterwards, with snow still on the ground, the two men set off for the bush.

		

	


	
		
			4 EERIE WILDERNESSES

			IN 1884 A Montreal surgeon named William Hales Hingston published a treatise called The Climate of Canada and Its Relation to Life and Health. The relation, as Hingston saw it, was a happy one: the country’s northerly latitudes gave its citizens good health, long life and “increased muscular development.” 1 The Grand Trunk Railway may well have been justified, therefore, in promoting itself as the “Highway to Health and Happiness.” For many people, however, Canadians and immigrants alike, the physical benefits of a northerly climate were offset by some inconvenient realities. For them the Canadian north presented a more discouraging prospect.

			North is, of course, a relative term. From Algonquin Provincial Park, situated between the 45th and 46th parallels of latitude, the North Pole and the equator are virtually equidistant. The park shares the same latitude as Venice, Milan and the wine-growing region of Bordeaux in southwest France, and it is only a few degrees of latitude higher than Provence, extolled by French writers at exactly the same time as a “southern” Eden.2

			But the Canadian “north” is a concept concerned less with degrees of latitude than perceptions of remoteness, underpopulation, lack of cultivation and, above all, harsh winter weather. Whatever its beauty and grandeur, whatever its appeal for boating enthusiasts, fly-
fishermen and ozone-gasping valetudinarians, the forested wilderness beyond the bounds of Ontario’s cities and towns was regarded by many who visited it, especially in winter, as alien and dangerous. Even Grey Owl, a man who lived closely and apparently harmoniously with nature, wrote of the “brooding relentless evil spirit of the Northland” that sought “the destruction of all travellers.” 3 

			Many volumes of writing affirmed this bleak view of the Canadian north, from early stories of the despairing Portuguese explorer’s lament, Cà nada (“here nothing”), to the numerous accounts of Franklin’s failed quest to find the Northwest Passage. The popular adventure stories of Robert M. Ballantyne and J. Macdonald Oxley catalogued with gusto the ever-present dangers of Canada’s northlands. Oxley’s 1897 novel The Young Woodsman, or Life in the Forests of Canada confirms the hero’s mother’s “dread of the woods” with references to people freezing to death or getting dashed against the rocks or eaten by wolves.4

			At the opposite end of the literary spectrum, equally harrowing portraits of spectral woods and frigid winds came from the pens of the Confederation poets Wilfred Campbell and Archibald Lampman. Campbell, who finished high school in Owen Sound in 1879, two years after Tom Thomson’s birth, was known as the “laureate of the lakes” (and he would become one of Thomson’s favourite writers). In 1905 he wrote that the cure for “our modern ills and problems” was “a return to the land,” and five years later he published a guidebook, The Beauty, History, Romance and Mystery of the Canadian Lake Region.5 Anyone reading his poetry would wish to reconsider plans for a return to the land or a visit to the Ontario lake region. His 1889 poem “The Winter Lakes” piled up relentless images of Northern Ontario as a “world of winter and death” where “the mighty surf is grinding / Death and hate on the rocks.” Lampman offered no more irresistible a view, with many of his poems evoking the bitter cold: “winds that touch like steel” (in “Winter Evening”) and “frost that stings like fire upon my cheek” (“Winter Uplands”).

			Worse than the cold, according to the poets, was the loneliness and isolation—the lack of any other human presence. Lampman’s poem “Winter–Solitude” sums up the Canadian experience of “a world so mystically fair, / So deathly silent—I so utterly alone.” Another of his works, “Storm,” describes “eerie wildernesses / Whose hidden life no living shape confesses / Nor any human sound.” It is usual to point out that the Ojibwa lived in this supposedly empty wilderness, but the theme of the “vanishing Indian” had been common in Canadian writing for at least a half a century. Catharine Parr Traill noted as early as the 1850s that the “poor Indians” in her part of Ontario (the Kawartha Lakes) were “dying out fast” thanks to the white man, who had brought them “disease and whiskey and death.” 6 The Native population of Ontario was no doubt also growing scarcer because their ancestral lands in the Georgian Bay watershed had been ceded to the Crown in the 1850 Robinson Treaties. Then, in 1905, the James Bay Treaty (also known as Treaty No. 9) stated with brutal pragmatism that “activity in mining and railway construction” in Northern Ontario “rendered it advisable to extinguish the Indian title.” The Aboriginal people still accounted, however, for some three-quarters of the population of Northern Ontario.7

			Empty of people or not, the northland was something whose terrors and intractability—as well as its paradoxical nearness to civilization’s fragile stretches of road and rail—haunted Canadians. Even Stephen Leacock’s sense of humour deserted him when he turned his attention northwards. “Here in this vast territory,” he wrote in 1914, “civilization has no part and man no place.” 8 The statistics seemed to bear out this observation: the Government of Ontario reported in 1909 that, of the province’s 116 million acres, 40 million remained “virgin forest.” 9

			Perhaps the most disturbing presentation of these barren lands was found in Lampman’s 1888 poem “Midnight,” in which the wilderness instills in the poet a cosmic terror similar to that felt on the Prairies by T.E. Hulme. Five years before Edvard Munch painted The Scream, Lampman describes “some wild thing” that calls from the depths of the snowy night, an unsettling “crying in the dark” that is neither man nor beast nor wind. This unnerving sound pervades the wilderness and resounds in the poet’s head in a Canadian version of what Munch (another northerner) would soon call “nature’s great scream.” 10

			IT WAS FROM these “eerie wildernesses” that Lawren Harris and J.E.H. MacDonald—like so many others before them—were hoping to forge their vision of Canada. They entered this frozen and supposedly menacing hinterland in January or February of 1912. The two men pressed north through the fashionable Muskoka Lakes, sensible, perhaps, that this region, with its picturesque shorelines and quaint mills, had been well represented over the years in Canadian art exhibitions. Nor was Muskoka either eerie or a wilderness. For the best part of four decades, Canadian and American nabobs of finance and industry, such as Harris’s father-in-law, Frank Phillips, had been building ever more grandiose estates for themselves along its lakefronts. (In an illustration of the dangers lurking in the eerie wilderness, Phillips drowned in a lake in 1910—though in Michigan rather than in Ontario). By the turn of the century, heavily promoted by the businessman Alexander Cockburn, the district had mushroomed with more than fifty summer resorts. The grandest of these was the Royal Muskoka Hotel on Lake Rosseau. It came complete with its own golf course and billed itself with no undue hyperbole as “The Grandest Spot in all America.” 11

			Harris and MacDonald moved northward into an area less touched by summer tourism. It appears the two men made their base at the home of MacDonald’s wife’s aunt, Esther Prior, in Burk’s Falls, forty kilometres north of Huntsville on the Magnetawan River, not far beyond the western boundary of Algonquin Park.

			The journey between Huntsville and Burk’s Falls, made on the Grand Trunk Railway through tracts of land heavily logged by the lumber baron J.R. Booth, would have been an unprepossessing panorama of slash and deadfall, primitive settlers’ shanties, and trails for skidding timber cut into the dense bush. Burk’s Falls itself was an old lumber town, with dirt streets and wooden sidewalks scarred by the cleats of the loggers’ boots. At the end of their journey were the rapids and falls of the Magnetawan River, described by the English painter and teacher Ada Kinton as a “boiling, broken tumbling tumult of fall and swirling rapids . . . bubbling and seething, dancing a mad, frantic waltz in dazzling circles.” 12

			Although MacDonald would paint these rapids and falls on later journeys, on this particular visit the two men were taken more with the winter landscape, including the activities of the lumber industry (a favourite subject of the Toronto Art Students’ League). Winter was a busy time for logging companies, with trees cut almost exclusively in the colder weather because felling was easier with no sap flowing. Most drives had to wait for spring, but the swift flow of the Magnetawan evidently meant it was still possible to float sawlogs downstream to the mill. Harris witnessed one of these midwinter log drives and, inspired by the sight, as well as by MacDonald’s By the River, Early Spring, made studies of drivers in the middle of the river.

			This visit to Burk’s Falls was not Harris’s first experience of the lumber industry. He might have looked the part of a tweedy patrician, but he had fairly impressive experiences of outdoor life. After leaving Berlin he had ridden a camel four hundred kilometres across the desert from Jerusalem to Cairo. He had been accompanying another Brantford expatriate, Norman Duncan, the thirty-six-year-old author of two successful novels, Dr. Luke of the Labrador and The Cruise of the Shining Light, based on his travels in Newfoundland and Labrador. In 1907, contracted to write an account of his journey through the desert for Harper’s Monthly Magazine, Duncan invited Harris along to prepare illustrations. For three weeks the two men travelled the old caravan route south from Jerusalem, enduring blistering heat and passing through windstorms and settlements of (as Duncan did not scruple to express it) “evil faith and monstrous reputation.” 13 After returning to Canada in 1908, the pair was dispatched by Harper’s to a Minnesota lumber camp, in the middle of winter, for a similar assignment.

			Harris’s sojourn in the Minnesota lumber camp inspired a scene of back-breaking hibernal toil not unlike Horatio Walker’s paintings of rural labour in half-lit agrarian landscapes. In 1911 he painted a large canvas called A Load of Fence Posts depicting a horse-drawn wagon crossing an iced-over lake against the backdrop of a radiant sunset. In this rural companion-piece of sorts to the urban The Eaton Manufacturing Building, the northern bush was envisaged as a place of hard physical work as well as gorgeous visual effects.

			Returning to Toronto following his visit with MacDonald to Burk’s Falls, he turned his hand to another such scene, a composition called The Drive, at 91 centimetres high by 138 centimetres wide, his largest work to date. It too took the theme of rural labour beloved of Barbizon and Hague School painters but transplanted it from an agricultural landscape of peasant ploughmen and their beasts of burden to a more distinctively Canadian location in the Ontario bush. The limited colour scale revealed less of a departure from the Hague School tradition. With the exception of the brightly dressed lumberjacks, the tone was still muted and dark, with an umber and russet landscape beneath a lowering sky providing the background for the men’s exertions. The way he lit his composition—darkened edges giving way to a patch of sunlight in the distant central plane—was suggestive of the Barbizon-influenced American painter Henry Ward Ranger, known as the leader of the “Tonal School of America.” 14

			Harris must have painted the work quickly because, despite its size, it was ready for the annual exhibition of the Ontario Society of Artists, Toronto’s most important art show, which opened in early March.

			MOST MIDDLE-CLASS Torontonians wanting to look at paintings or decorate the walls of their homes made their way to the intersection of Yonge and Queen streets. The Robert Simpson Company had a picture gallery on its sixth floor (and Bell-Smith’s Lights of a City Street in its Palm Room), and across the street the T. Eaton Company displayed framed paintings in its windows along Yonge. The publicity for Eaton’s boasted that its upstairs picture gallery had “stacks and stacks” of paintings. It sold both reproductions of famous works of art and original oils and watercolours of “beautiful bits of landscape, delightful spots in the woods, lovely women, animals, home scenes, and children at play.” The original works were priced between $10 and $50, often heavily discounted in clearance sales.

			Eaton’s even had a Canadian Gallery on its fourth floor to cater to those interested in Canadian scenes and Canadian painters. One artist regularly featured in the Canadian Gallery was C.M. Manly, a teacher at the Central Ontario School of Art and Industrial Design and a former member of the Toronto Art Students’ League. His landscapes of Nova Scotia were advertised (in his 1913 exhibition) at between $20 and $125. These prices were not especially cheap in a world where a mohair suit cost $15, a wolf stole $25 and a diamond in a ten-carat gold band $75. But because Toronto had no permanent art museum, the picture galleries in the two department stores probably did more than anything else both to shape and to reflect the general public’s aesthetic tastes.15

			Another place to see art, though less frequently and in smaller doses, was in the Public Reference Library. Each March, the Ontario Society of Artists staged a public exhibition of painting, drawing and sculpture in the Beaux Arts–style building at College and St. George. Founded in 1872, the osa was intended to foster (as the prefatory note to one of its exhibition catalogues stated) “original and native art in the Province of Ontario.” 16 Public attendance at its annual exhibitions was comparatively light, usually in the low thousands over the course of the three-week run (the exhibition was open Mondays through Saturdays). Almost all of the works were for sale, but few members of the public ever bought them, even though many were priced in the same $20–$50 range as those at Simpsons and Eaton’s. Stalwarts of Eaton’s Canadian Gallery such as C.M. Manly (an active osa member) and the French-born Georges Chavignaud regularly appeared at osa exhibitions, though here some of their paintings were offered at the upper end of the scale, with price tags of $300 to $400—the cost of a fur coat from Simpsons.17

			A more reliable patron for artists exhibiting at the osa was the Government of Ontario. It purchased works (generally to decorate government offices) after taking advice from the Toronto Guild of Civic Art, a committee of artists and laymen. Despite a limited budget, the National Gallery too bought paintings for the collection in Ottawa. Almost as important as the sales were the reviews. Most of Toronto’s six newspapers, as well as magazines such as Saturday Night and Canadian Courier, gave the exhibition a write-up. However modest, it was therefore the city’s most prestigious venue for painters and sculptors to make their names.

			Just as advertisements for Eaton’s repeatedly drew attention to the stock of “beautiful bits of landscape” and “delightful spots in the woods,” most paintings in osa exhibitions were landscapes. In 1911 some 120 of the 200 paintings were landscapes or European street scenes. Interiors, still lifes, genre paintings and portraits were in a distinct minority, done for the most part, though not exclusively, by the thirty women who showed work in 1911.18 The landscapes at the osa always included a number of European subjects—the Normandy and Cornish coasts, views of St. Paul’s, the Pont-Neuf—but mostly they were Canadian scenes because foreign landscapes required the expense of a ticket on a transatlantic liner. The 1910 exhibition had included pictures of Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, the Rockies and rural Ontario. One year later visitors could see paintings with titles such as Northern Ontario Homestead, April in Manitoba, Magnetawan, In the Pine Woods and In the University Parks, Toronto. Toronto’s most distinguished landscapist, C.W. Jefferys, offered The Plains of Saskatchewan, Virgin Prairie and The Qu’Appelle Valley.

			As their titles suggest, many of these landscapes represented Canada in a state of pastoral bliss. osa exhibitions abounded with images of snake fences and picturesque barns. It had long been axiomatic that Canadian landscapes should be agricultural scenes. “Canada is essentially an agricultural country,” proclaimed a writer in the Canadian Magazine in 1904, “and any picture distinctively Canadian in subject must include the painting of animals.” Another writer in the same magazine agreed that Canada’s artistic destiny lay with scenes of beef-on-the-hoof, though he was willing to entertain another subject too, since Canada was notable for “handsome women” as well as cows.19

			There was another reason for these serial pictures of cows and barns. In Canada as elsewhere, pictures destined for the domestic interior were meant to provide notes of calm and order—to give the occupant respite from the chaotic world outside. Doctors of the day, following the “new psychology,” claimed pictures could be an emotional emollient, the next best thing to a rest cure in a canoe. Contemplation of landscape paintings, preferably ones with distant views and sombre tones, provided relief to the overworked and overstimulated. “Lines and hues,” according to one French critic, “exert as considerable an influence as that of pure air, spectacles of nature and flowers.” He no doubt voiced the aspiration of many a middle-class Canadian picture-buyer when he wrote, “Oh, to forget the ugliness of the street when we stand before an idealized landscape.” 20

			Augustus Bridle believed that at the 1912 osa exhibition the country was not only better represented than ever before but also represented in a way that put less stress on this kind of idealized pastoral landscape. “There is an exhilaration, almost an abandon,” he wrote, “that convinces any average beholder of the vitality of Canadian art.” He claimed the painters were not only depicting “farm landscapes and pastorals and smug interiors, and pretty women”—the sort of work to be found, in other words, in the department stores. They were also capturing “Canada of the east and west, north and south, of railways and traffic, and city streets; of types of people . . . and phases of development.” He claimed that “to a Canadian, scenes in this country are of vastly more interest than all the fishing smacks and brass kettles and seaweed sonatas of north Europe.” 21

			Bridle was overstating his claims about the “first satisfying depicture” of Canada, since in 1912 Canada was no better or more abundantly served by artists than in most previous years, and there were still “farm landscapes” aplenty. But the partnership of Harris and MacDonald, with their stabs at urban realism, produced impressive results. They were the most prolific artists at the exhibition. Each showed six paintings, and Harris included a number of pencil sketches of Toronto’s neighbourhoods. He did not exhibit The Gas Works (the painting was probably not yet complete) but showed scenes of houses and buildings in downtown Toronto, a barn in the Laurentians (from his trip with Kyle several years earlier), and The Drive. Besides Tracks and Traffic, Frosty Morning (as the work was called in the catalogue), MacDonald exhibited winter scenes set mainly in the High Park area of Toronto, such as The Sleighing Party and Ski-ing.

			Both painters were rewarded for their efforts. The Government of Ontario purchased one of MacDonald’s six canvases, Morning Shadows, and the National Gallery of Canada bought The Drive from Harris. MacDonald would get a further boost when Tracks and Traffic was praised in the international art journal The Studio as “a tour de force of the effects of steam and snow.” The review, written by a Canadian critic, went on to make a surprising claim: “No such scenes may be held anywhere but in Canada, where every manufacturing and transporting enterprise is hustle-bustle evermore.” 22

			This strange hyperbole, along with that of Augustus Bridle, could not hide the fact that the sought-after “Canadian tang” was still not as sharp as it might have been. Harris and MacDonald were seeking what the former called “the varied moods, character and spirit of this country.” 23 But paintings such as The Drive or MacDonald’s vignettes of suburban snow marked no great advances over the dozens of other Ontario scenes hung each March on the walls of the Public Reference Library. The two painters, MacDonald especially, were working in a technique that, with its light palette and concise brushwork, still owed much to French Impressionism. Several other painters at the OSA exhibition also worked in this style, including Helen McNicoll and Elizabeth McGillivray Knowles. But if Impressionism was adept at catching the transient and delicate effects of filtered sunlight or shadowed snow, it offered little in the way of strength or grandeur. Highly derivative of European models and attacked by some critics as superficial glitter, it was probably regarded by Harris and MacDonald as too effete for their ambitious plans to capture the harsh realities of the Canadian north.

			Harold Mortimer-Lamb’s remarks from 1908, that no one yet possessed the “power of insight” to interpret “the spirit of the great northland,” still appeared to hold dismayingly true.24 Where, then, could this power of insight be found? The answer, oddly enough, would be in Buffalo.

		

	


	
		
			5 LIFE ON THE MISSISSAGI

			IN LATE JULY 1912, two months after returning from Algonquin Park, Tom Thomson departed on another canoeing and painting expedition. This time he would spend not two weeks, but two months, in the bush. His destination was the Mississagi Forest Reserve, eight thousand square kilometres of land north of Lake Huron that had been set aside by the Ontario government in 1903.

			Thomson’s companion this time was a twenty-three-year-old Yorkshireman named William Smithson Broadhead. After immigrating to Canada from Sheffield almost three years earlier, Broadhead had begun working with Thomson at Grip Limited at the end of 1910. By 1911 the pair were sharing the same lodgings, a boarding house on Summerhill Avenue, on the northern fringe of Rosedale. Broadhead too was an aspiring painter, but whereas Thomson was diffident and insecure, the ambitious and self-assured young Englishman wrote letters home to Sheffield proclaiming himself “by far the best designer in Canada” and “cock of the walk” among Toronto’s painters. “I could knock the spots off half the so-called big guns here,” he brashly declared.1 His accomplishments hardly justified such self-regard. He showed several works at the 1912 OSA exhibition, including a painting called Boy with Goldfish and a drawing of Lady Macbeth. These works collected no prizes or critical attention, nor were they the kind of works Augustus Bridle had praised for giving a “satisfying depicture” of Canada.

			Despite his clamorous amour-propre, Broadhead evidently made an agreeable roommate, co-worker and travelling companion for Thomson. The two men caught the train from Toronto to Biscotasing, on the shores of Biscotasi Lake, 140 kilometres northwest of Sudbury and almost 500 kilometres from Toronto. Although on the cpr line, this area was more remote than Algonquin Park, with slightly fewer chances of encountering American fishermen or weekending Torontonians. The local fur-trading post, La Cloche, had shut down several decades earlier, but trappers, fur traders and canoe brigades still worked the area around Bisco (as the town was known) and along the Spanish River, and each spring the Spanish River Lumber Company drove sawlog timber downriver. These men who took to the lakes and rivers were no recreational canoeists in search of a rest cure. One of the rangers working in the Mississagi Forest Reserve in 1912 later described these rivermen as “hard-bitten bush-wackers, nurtured in hardship,” with “barbed, gritty humour” and an “unparalleled skill in profanity.” 2

			This particular ranger was a hard-drinking Englishman, born the same year as Broadhead, named Archie Belaney, later to become famous as Grey Owl. He would soon be run out of Bisco for demonstrating his marksmanship on the bell of the local church while a Sunday service was in progress. In the summer of 1912, however, he was working for the Ontario Department of Lands, Forests and Mines, his face burned “as black as the arse of a tea kettle” by the summer sun.3 Legend has him meeting Thomson and Broadhead in Bisco. Thomson supposedly impressed Grey Owl with his skill in making doughnuts, though the Englishman was later distinctly ambiguous in his memories of the encounter.4 Still, a meeting is not unlikely, given how it would have been prudent for relatively inexperienced canoeists like Thomson and Broadhead to check in with the local ranger (as Thomson had done in Algonquin Park) before paddling into the maze of woods and waterways. But what, if anything, passed between these two icons-in-the-making—besides a plate of doughnuts—has long since been lost to history.

			The Treaty No. 9 commissioners (among whom were the poet Duncan Campbell Scott and the painter Edmund Morris) had noted in Biscotasing a “considerable Indian population” who “make their living by acting as guides and canoeists for sportsmen.” 5 It is unclear if Thomson and Broadhead hired an official guide: once again, a prudent recourse for a pair of relatively inexperienced canoeists, if only to keep them from getting lost in unfamiliar territory. But Thomson might have felt his experience in Algonquin Park held him in good stead, and Broadhead was typically proud of his expertise in the bush: “I am an expert with a canoe now,” he boasted to the folks back home two years earlier, after paddling a stretch of the Humber River.6 In any case, after provisioning themselves in Bisco, they began making their way in a Peterborough canoe west across Biscotasi Lake to Ramsey Lake and then along the Spanish River, through a great wilderness of red and white pine.

			Canoeing would have been difficult, with their passage impeded throughout their journey by rapids, dams and dead logs left over from the drives. What Grey Owl’s “hard-bitten bush-wackers” might have made of these two would-be painters up from Toronto, had they met on the lake, one can hardly guess. But Thomson and Broadhead were not the first landscape painters to dip their paddles in a Canadian river. In the 1840s Paul Kane had travelled with the Hudson’s Bay Company canoe brigades, and in 1869 Frances Anne Hopkins voyaged along the Ottawa and Mattawa rivers and through the Great Lakes. More recently, in the summer of 1903 Tom McLean and Neil McKechnie, both described by the Toronto Globe as “expert boatsmen,” had paddled through the Abitibi district and then the following year, with tragic consequences, on the Mattagami.7

			Artists, along with sportsmen and tourists taking a rest cure, were only the latest in a long line of Canadians for whom the canoe had proved important. It had been used for many centuries both by the Aboriginal peoples and the European explorers, fur traders and surveyors. Canada’s geography as well as its industry were shaped by its waterways and consequently by vessels such as the birchbark canoes of the Algonquin peoples and the ten-man canots du maître of the North West Company. By the early twentieth century the canoe had become a romantic symbol of the country that encompassed and included—as little else did—First Nations, French-Canadian and 
English-Canadian cultures. Ole Evinrude built the first outboard motor in 1909, but Samuel de Champlain’s wonder at the canoes of the Aboriginal peoples at Lachine in 1603 (“in the canoes of the savages one can go without restraint, and quickly, everywhere”)8 could still be experienced by anyone, like Thomson and Broadhead, who wished to travel the more remote and inaccessible routes through the Canadian hinterlands.

			Thomson and Broadhead spent their nights in makeshift campsites. Their meals were trout and smallmouth bass caught and then cooked in a reflector oven, sometimes after Thomson, like a big-game hunter, photographed them. He took great pride in his skills as a fly-fisherman, tying his own flies and casting his line in perfect figures of eight.9 But although canoeing in these parts called for great skill, he regretted that an expert fisherman was hardly called for to extract pike from the waters in the forest reserve, since “they are so thick there is no fun in it.” 10

			Thomson clearly fished for reasons beyond putting something on his dinner plate. Fishing was part of his communion with nature, an escape from civilization into what the publicity for the Grand Trunk Railway constantly emphasized was a more salubrious and elemental world. Fishing seems to have exemplified for Thomson what the novelist J. Macdonald Oxley had called “wise idleness,” which he defined as “quietly absorbing something through the eye or ear that for the time at least drowns the petty business and worries of life.” 11 It is probably revealing that Thomson took with him on fishing expeditions a copy of Izaak Walton’s The Compleat Angler, first published in 1653. Presumably he read the book not for Walton’s advice on how to keep live bait or catch trout at night, but rather for the work’s poetic celebrations of the contemplative life. The book is subtitled The Contemplative Man’s Recreation, and for Walton the “art of angling” was a “pleasant labour which you enjoy when you give rest to your mind and divest yourself of your more serious business.” For the careworn scholar of the seventeenth century, angling was “a cheerer of his spirits, a divertion of sadness, a calmer of unquiet thoughts, a moderator of passions, a procurer of contentedness.” 12

			Angling was a cure-all, in other words, for what another of Thomson’s favourite writers, Wilfred Campbell, called “our modern ills and problems”—the enervation caused by a life spent amid the bustle and smoke of the city. Like the lean-and-draw motion of the paddle, fly-casting into a flowing stream brought Thomson into touch with the rigours and rhythms of a more natural way of life.

			FOLLOWING A BRANCH of the Mississagi River, Thomson and Broadhead eventually reached Aubrey Falls, a series of cataracts the highest of which, cascading over pinkish granite, is an imposing fifty-three metres. From Aubrey Falls they made their way south along the Mississagi to Squaw Chute, near Thessalon on the North Channel of Georgian Bay. Altogether, their journey was some 160 kilometres by canoe and portage through an area whose thunderous rapids and brooding granite hillsides Grey Owl later described so vividly in Tales of an Empty Cabin.

			Thomson boasted to a friend that the Mississagi Forest Reserve provided “the finest canoe trip in the world.” 13 Although suitably impressive, their voyage was dwarfed by those of Paul Kane and Frances Anne Hopkins. It was also less audacious than one made in 1907 by another Canadian painter, the wildlife artist Ernest Thompson Seton. He and a companion had rowed more than 3,000 kilometres through northern Canada in a thirty-foot Peterborough canoe, from the old fur-trading post at Athabaska Landing (150 kilometres north of Edmonton) to Great Slave Lake. Thomson was probably aware of Seton’s feat, not merely because the painter recounted the journey in The Arctic Prairies, published in 1911, but because Seton’s natural history mentor had been Thomson’s friend, relative and own natural history mentor Dr. William Brodie. Seton was good friends with Dr. Brodie’s son (Thomson’s first cousin, once removed), and he was present when the young man drowned in the Assiniboine. Although based in Connecticut for the previous dozen years, he may well have met Thomson at some point, courtesy of Dr. Brodie. In any case, Seton could have provided inspiration for the younger man, since he was far and away Canada’s most famous artist, naturalist and woodsman.

			Near Bruce Mines, on the North Channel of Georgian Bay, Thomson and Broadhead caught a steamer that took them to Owen Sound. Reaching his family on September 23, after a journey of almost two months, Thomson wrote to a friend that he had “got back to civilization.” 14 If he had not been a skilled canoeist when he left Bisco, then two months later, as his canoe nosed into the waters of the North Channel, he and Broadhead could legitimately claim to be something more than the amateurs disparaged by Grey Owl as “kitchen-garden woodsmen.” 15

			THOMSON PHOTOGRAPHED more than he painted during his voyage through the Mississagi Forest Reserve. The weather through August and into September was not conducive to plein-air painting. Constant rains caused the rivers to swell dangerously. Thomson wrote about his experiences to a friend in Huntsville, Dr. John McRuer, a fellow fisherman whose best man he had been in 1909: “The weather has been very rotton [sic] all through our trip never dry for more than 24 hours at a time and some times raining for a week steady.” He added details of a mishap recalling the accidents that claimed the lives of both Neil McKechnie and Dr. Brodie’s son, as well as an upset in the Athabaska that cost Seton his journal. “We got a great many good snapshots of game—mostly moose and some sketching,” he explained, “but we had a dump in the forty mile rapids which is near the end of our trip and lost most of our stuff—we only saved 2 rolls of films out of about 14 dozen.” 16 Broadhead soon afterwards recounted details of this “narrow escape” to Thomson’s brother-in-law, describing how they had been shooting rapids in a fully laden canoe when they struck a submerged rock and came close to “losing their lives.” He claimed that if Thomson had not been “such an expert canoesman, they would both have been lost.” 17

			McRuer commiserated over the loss of the photographs but alluded to an earlier mishap: “You might have drowned, you devil, and that was not the first time you were dumped, eh?” 18 Thomson had been taking the photographs (a total of fourteen rolls of a dozen exposures each) as a record of his journey and perhaps to use for future paintings. With most of these lost or damaged, he asked McRuer to find the friend of a mutual acquaintance named Hicks—“a man who was through the trip last year and who had a fine lot of photos”—to ask if he might borrow them. “If Dr. Hicks can remember that man with the photos he may save a life.”

			But McRuer and Hicks had fallen out (“he acted very unkind . . . so that we ‘bounced him,’” reported McRuer), and so it was another doctor who would come to the rescue. Besides the two rolls of film, Thomson also salvaged some of his paintings. After he showed them to his friends at Grip Limited, word reached Dr. James M. MacCallum, a friend of Lawren Harris.

			Dr. MacCallum might have seemed an unlikely hero for Canadian art. The fifty-two-year-old ophthalmologist was a professor of materia medica, pharmacology and therapeutics at the University of Toronto and the author of the treatise “Recurrent Fugitive Swellings of the Eyelids.” 19 He came by his love of art through a passion for the Canadian wilderness. His father had been a Methodist minister whose parish included the east coast of Georgian Bay, an area MacCallum had come to love deeply. He had recently purchased a twenty-seven-acre island—“Island 158”—in Georgian Bay, fifty kilometres north of Penetanguishene; in 1911 he added to it an Arts and Crafts cottage designed by C.H.C. Wright, head of the University of Toronto’s Department of Architecture and Drawing.

			MacCallum’s Toronto residence was on Warren Road, only a block or two from where Harris lived, but it seems to have been West Wind Island (as Island 158 would more romantically be christened) where MacCallum and Harris met. Harris had spent the summer of 1911 in a nearby cottage owned by Dr. David Gibb Wishart, a professor of otolaryngology at the University of Toronto. Dr. Gibb Wishart may even have introduced the two men: and so it was that an ophthalmologist and an otolaryngologist (a specialist on the diseases of the ear, nose and throat) came to play vital roles in Canadian art.

			Dr. MacCallum, a bald man with a waxed moustache, was already friends with an artist, Curtis Williamson. A Brampton-born painter who had lived in Barbizon, France, in the early 1890s and spent time in the Netherlands, Williamson was known for gloomily atmospheric paintings that earned him the nickname the “Canadian Rembrandt.” MacCallum had also met J.E.H. MacDonald. After seeing MacDonald’s 1911 exhibition at the Arts and Letters Club, he not only purchased several of his works but also invited him to paint on West Wind Island. The works produced there, including View from Split Rock, Sunlit Water, and Clouds and Rock, Split Rock, he either purchased or else received as recompense for hosting the artist. It was to be the start of a faithful and generous patronage.

			Since leaving Grip Limited, MacDonald had been sharing a studio on Adelaide Street East with Bill Beatty, and it was here, one day in the autumn of 1912, soon after returning from the Mississagi Forest Reserve, that Thomson met Dr. MacCallum. MacCallum was shown some of the works that had been, as he put it, “fished up from the foot of the rapids.” 20 Thomson’s paintings at this point were considerably less sophisticated than MacDonald’s: it would have been fair to say that Thomson was, capsize notwithstanding, a better outdoorsman than a painter. His works were sombre in colour and barely a cut above the average Sunday-afternoon dauber in oils. They were characterized by distant views, low horizons, largely unbroken bands of muted colour and a general absence of detail. Still, Mac-
Callum believed they had a feeling “for the grim, fascinating northland. Dark they were, muddy in colour, tight, and not wanting in technical defects; but they made me feel that the north had gripped Thomson as it had gripped me when, as a boy of eleven, I first sailed and paddled through its silent places.” 21

			A short time later, interested in adding a few Thomsons to his collection, MacCallum looked up the painter at home. Not having the exact address—Thomson was still leading a peripatetic existence—he was forced to ring every doorbell on Summerhill Avenue until he found the boarding house. Although Thomson was out, the proprietor admitted MacCallum to his room in the attic, where he studied the Mississagi sketches as he waited. When he returned at last, Thomson told the doctor, in his usual self-deprecating way, “Take them home with you. They’re no good.” 22

			WILL BROADHEAD’S FIRST few years in Canada were marked by a heedless optimism of the sort that infected so many Canadians. His letters home to his family in Sheffield described the boundless possibilities of his newly adopted country. “I see nothing but sunshine and prosperity,” he wrote in one letter. “Everything in Canada seems to be booming,” he declared in another. He assured his friends and family that he was “doing wonders,” that Canada was “a great place,” and that his bosses “think I am a rapid worker, but as a matter of fact I just take it easy & try to do good work, there is absolutely no hustling here.”

			Word of this promised land for designers soon reached the ears of Arthur Lismer, a friend from their days together at the Sheffield School of Art. Lismer wrote to Broadhead that he was “sick of Sheffield” and wanted a change. Broadhead was enthusiastic, because he regarded Lismer, then twenty-five, as “a real fine fellow, just the fellow for a companion.” He tried to ease Lismer’s path to Canada, late in 1910, by taking samples of his design work to Grip Limited (Lismer was self-employed in Sheffield as a photoengraver and “specialist in pictorial publicity”). Alas, as Broadhead wrote confidentially to his father, “The truth is—his work is not good enough.” But it was too late: in January 1911 Lismer boarded ss Corsican in Liverpool.23

			The extroverted and ambitious Lismer (a friend would later describe him as “an ardent spirit suffering no restraint”)24 was a spare six-footer with red hair and piercing green eyes. The son of a Sheffield draper, he had begun studies at the Sheffield School of Art at the age of thirteen; two years later, while still a student, he went to work as an illustrator for the Sheffield Independent, doing sketches of what he later called “the spot where the body was found,” 25 as well as portraits of visiting luminaries such as George Bernard Shaw and a fledgling MP and former war correspondent named Winston Churchill. He joined the Heeley Art Club, a working-men’s sketch club not unlike the Toronto Art Students’ League; its members went on sketching excursions on the moors outside Sheffield before retiring to the local hostelries for refreshment. Some of them, Lismer included, were members of a group called the Eclectics who gathered to discuss theosophy as well as writers such as Edward Carpenter, the sandal-wearing apostle of “cosmic consciousness.”

			In 1906, at the age of twenty-one, Lismer enrolled in the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in Antwerp. Founded in 1664, the Royal Academy was one of the finest teaching institutions in Europe, in a city that was once the artistic centre of the continent. Discipline was rigorous. A journal of the day reported how the students toiled for seven days a week. Smoking was forbidden, and breaches of the regulations resulted in “compulsory holidays for two or three days or sometimes weeks” (one of the more illustrious but troublesome pupils, Vincent Van Gogh, had been expelled some twenty years earlier). The products of this regime were young artists of “breadth and manliness” whose “technique and feeling” could, in the opinion of the journal’s critic, “cope with any on the continent.” 26

			Besides formal instruction at the school, there were museums and galleries in Antwerp for the students to visit, in particular the Koninklijk Museum voor Schone Kunsten. This royal museum held fine examples of Netherlandish landscapes that included several works by Joachim Patinir, the “father of landscape painting” who had specialized in panoramic views of rugged coastal terrain. Lismer also made side trips to see the galleries in Paris and into the French countryside to study the landscape where Camille Corot and Charles-François Daubigny had painted.27

			Lismer survived under his stringent Antwerp tutelage for eighteen months. Back in Sheffield, he found himself unable to earn a decent living or offer prospects to his fiancée, Esther Mawson. “It was a cold world for artists in those days in northern England,” he later wrote.28 He therefore set sail for Canada with $5 in his pocket and his few worldly possessions (which included a parting gift from his fellow Eclectics, a copy of Carpenter’s The Art of Creation) crammed inside a travelling trunk made from his chopped-up writing desk. Weeks later, after a winter transatlantic crossing that finished with ss Corsican encased in ice, the effusive Yorkshireman was working at Grip (Broadhead’s appraisal had clearly been too pessimistic) and rooming on Summerhill Avenue with the reticent and self-effacing Thomson.

			TORONTO PROVED AS lucrative and welcoming to Lismer as it had to Broadhead. Within a year of his arrival, he had enough money in his bank account to return to Sheffield to marry Esther and then to bring her to Canada and install the pair of them in a small house near Christie Pits. The streets of Toronto, he jubilantly informed a Sheffield acquaintance in a letter, “were practically paved with gold.” 29

			That acquaintance was Frederick Horsman Varley, the next son of Sheffield to immigrate to Toronto. Varley was a thirty-year-old commercial artist and Lismer’s fellow graduate of both the Sheffield School of Art and Antwerp’s Royal Academy. Varley too had been struggling to earn a living in Sheffield, a city he would later dismiss as “a back alley for art.” 30 For much of the previous decade he had led a hand-to-mouth existence in both Sheffield and London as a newspaper illustrator, but by 1908 his bleak prospects had forced him to take work as a stevedore on the docks of the North Sea port of Hull and then as a clerk in a railway office in Doncaster. In the summer of 1912, with a wife and young daughter to support, he was prepared to listen to his old friend’s tales of Canada as a land of artistic opportunity. That summer, leaving behind his family and borrowing money from Lismer’s brother-in-law, he sailed from Liverpool aboard SS Corsican. Arriving first in Montreal, he tossed a dime into the air: heads meant New York, tails Toronto. Although the coin came up heads, he went to Toronto, no doubt owing to the presence of Lismer. Within days he, too, had landed on his feet, finding work at Grip and a bed on Summerhill Avenue.

			Thomson and Varley immediately became friends. The red-haired, craggy-featured Varley was a loner with a mercurial temperament and—almost unheard of even among artists in Toronto the Good—bohemian appetites. He had spent several years in London, by his own account, “drifting in the underworld.” 31 He drank copiously and chain-smoked cigarettes, and beneath his corduroy trousers (the choice of Parisian aesthetes and bohemians from Théophile Gautier to Leo Stein) he wore silk underwear. Thomson too liked to drink and, when not in the bush, could be something of a dandy. He was a “connoisseur of good tobacco,” according to one Grip colleague, and he wore what Lismer called “silk shirts of a fairly loud pattern.” 32 When in funds, he dined at the fashionable McConkey’s Restaurant on King Street West, an elegant establishment whose Palm Room was the home of Toronto’s beau monde. His mackinaw-clad forays into the bush notwithstanding, Thomson had, according to one of his sisters, a “hunger for the refinements and niceties of life.” 33

			Thomson and Varley got along so well that soon Varley began acting as a matchmaker, trying to engineer a relationship between Thomson and his sister-in-law Dora, the half-sister of his wife, Maud: the two Englishwomen were expected to arrive in Canada by spring. Thomson declined the offer. He “wasn’t fit for a girl,” he told Varley, because he was “a wild man.” 34

			Painting was the two men’s greatest passion. Weekends found them sketching in the outskirts of Toronto and on Centre Island, in Toronto Harbour. Thomson evidently regaled his new friend with tales of life on the Mississagi, because before long Varley was writing to his sister in England that he was “aching” to express the landscape of what he called “this . . . outdoor country.” 35
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