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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the production of portraiture by 

Canadian women artists during the interwar period. Through an 

interrogation of the aperture which opened up for portraiture 

at this time, the thesis argues for a transitional period in 

Canadian art in which a shift toward social consciousness 

renewed interest in the human figure. Portraits by Lilias 

Torrance Newton, Paraskeva Clark, Jori Smith, and Prudence 

Heward are considered in relation to the political, social, 

and aesthetic implications of the dialogical triad of artist, 

subject, and viewer (Bakhtin: author, hero, reader). The 

portraits and their rnakers are analyzed with a view to 

describing the lirninal possibilities of both. During this era 

of sociopolitical turbulence, clearly delineated social roles 

became blurred, and thus offered new opportunities for self- 

expression and self-construction. Liminality emerges as a 

useful concept with which to map the shifting relations of 

public/private, self /identity, and of femininity to 

masculinity. 
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1. EXPLORING THE GAP: WOMEM PORTRAIT PAINTERS IN W A D A  

This thesis will examine the production of portraiture 

by four Canadian women during the interwar period. 1 shall 

argue for a reconsideration of portraiture's importance to 

Canadian art history, and go on to consider a selection of 

portraits by Paraskeva Clark (1898-1986), Prudence Heward 

(1896-1947), Lilias Torrance Newton (1896-1980), and Jori 

Smith (1907-). This chapter includes a xeview of the art 

historical literature from 1925 to 1993 to support my 

contention that while many artists took up the genre during 

the 1930s and 1940s, aesthetic portraiture' of the period 

retains a marginal place in the art historical canon. The 

portraits considered in later chapters represent only a 

small fraction of the work produced, and are intended to 

provide a few examples of the treatment of the human figure 

by a number of artists who, in spite of their individual 

concerns, shared an interest in representing the character 

of their sitters. I will argue that the emotional intensity 

of these works is characteristic of the modern preoccupation 

with the theme of the alienated or isolated subject, a theme 

which questioned the role of the individual in society. 

This theme, which eruerged in the post-World-War 1 era, 

has been described by historians as associated with an age 

in which "realism, experimentalism, and what has corne to be 

termed 'modernismf became central in cultural history."' In 
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the 1920s, Canada "became an urban nation, and gradually 

urban values established their pre-eminence."' This shift 

from rural to urban living m e a n t  a re-articulation of the 

individual's role in society. As Canadians strived to cope 

with sweeping economic, social, and cultural changes, many 

visual artists expressed their humanitarianism and/or 

patriotisrn through political action to establish the 

artists' national importance. This entailed first creating a 

community among themselves, and second, achieving 

recognition within the larger society. 

This concern was consistent with many Canadian artists' 

involvement with humanitarian causes and social issues 

during the Depression and World War II. The introspective, 

often melancholic faces of the portrait subjects must be 

seen as manifestations of artists' growing social 

consciousness as Canada considered its role on the 

international stage. Thus, portraiture occupies not only the 

chronological gap between the  landscape paintings of the 

1920s and abstraction of the 1950s, but a symbolic one as 

well. 

The second a i m  of this thesis is to move beyond the 

recovery of women artists. Clark, Heward, Newton, and Smith 

were chosen from a list which initially included m e n  and 

women from across Canada. The first stage of the selection 

process eliminated artists for whom background material was 
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unavailable, or difficult to access. The artists represented 

here have been the subject of exhibitions in the 1970s and 

1980s; archival and secondary sources are therefore readily 

available.' The list of artists was further narrowed by 

selecting the works which best demonstrated the fact that 

much of the portraiture of the 1930s and 1940s is a form of 

social commentary. In the final stage of the selection 

process, the contribution of women painters became the focus 

of my discussion. Many of the most compelling portraits were 

produced by women who are less well known than their male 

co~nterparts.~ Thus the decision to consider women artists 

reflects my desire to draw attention to figures 1 feel 

deserve further attention. In restricting my discussion to 

women, 1 was forced to grapple with issues of concern to 

feminist scholars working in different fields. In recent 

years feminist historians, anthropologists, and social 

critics have struggled with the issue of how to 

contextualize women's contributions within canons that have 

traditionally overlooked their achievements.' Models which 

emphasize the differences between women and men's activities 

risk perpetuating the notions they are intended to 

challenge.' It can be argued that my examination of women 

distorts the history of Canadian portraiture because it 

privileges a specific group of artists; however, this 

project is intended as one in a series of steps toward a 
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reconsideration of the genre's importance to Canadian art. 

By refusing to compare female and male portraitists, 1 have 

attempted to avoid reinscribing the binary which perpetuates 

the notion that men and women are opposing heterogeneous 

groups. Such a methodological approach can lead erroneously 

to arguments for Vemininev and "masculine" styles. 

Furthermore, I found no evidence to suggest that the women 

themçelves thought their gender a constitutive elernent of 

their production.' A more useful line of enquiry for future 

examinations of portraiture would take into consideration 

the specifics of region, ethnicity, religion, race, and 

class in determining the artist's choice and handling of 

subjecL9 In focussing exclusively on women, my thesis 

furthers the retrieval projects reviewed below. Furthermore, 

with the exception of Dorothy Farr's examination of Lilias 

Torrance Newton,'' these earlier histories have not 

discussed exclusively the portraiture genre as a reflection 

of the artists' public and private concerns. By rejecting 

gender as the primary constituent of their production, 1 

hope to have provided a foundation flexible enough to 

accommodate further work on portraiture - one which permits 
exploration of women and men's individual and shared 

experiences, 

1.i LITERATURE REVIEW 

A demonstration of portraiture's marginal status in 



Canadian art history begins with a consideration of the 

paucity of literature on the subject, European and American 

portraiture has been featured in such historical surveys as 

Max J. Friedlander's Landscape, Portrait, Still-Life: Their 

Orisin and Development ( l965), William J. H ~ M ~ S S ~ Y ' S  The 

American Portrait: From the Death of Stuart to the Rise of 

Sarsent (1973),12 and the Los Angeles County Museum of 

Art's American Portraiture in the Grand Manner 1720-1920 

(1981).'~ Some histories focus on European and American 

portraiture of particular periods. Melissa McQuillan's 

Im~ressionist Portraits (1989) examines late 19th century 

French and American portraiture,14 while David Lubin's 

study of American portraiture (1985) of the same period 

explores themes common to both painting and literature.15 

Conversely, Richard Brilliant's Portraiture (1991) is 

thematic rather than hist~rical.'~ His examination of the 

relations among artist, portrait subject, and viewer relies 

on examples from different Eastern and Western cultures from 

antiquity to the present. While American and European 

portraiture have been the subject of these and other 

historical studies, there exists to date no comprehensive 

text on Canadian portraiture. An understanding of the 

genre's history in Canada can only be reached by consulting 

exhibition catalogues, portraitists' biographies, and 

historical surveys of Canadian art which generally conflate 



figurative compositions and other genres by emphasizing 

formal issues. For the purposes of review, 1 have divided 

the literature into two categories. The first group of texts 

consists of histories which provide comprehensive 

chronological surveys of art production in Canada. These 

texts generally devote little space to portraiture of the 

early 20th century. The second group of texts includes 

catalogues to exhibitions of portraiture. This second group 

suggests the existence of a portraiture tradition in Canada, 

and attempts to displace the notion that early 20th century 

Canadian artists were concerned almost exclusively with 

landscape imagery.17 Such insights provided me with points 

of departure for my own analysis. 

As my thesis focusses on portraiture of the interwar 

years, my review begins with the histories published after 

1918." Newton MacTavish's The Fine Arts in Canada 

(1925),19 M.O. Hammond's Paintins and Sculpture in Canada 

2 O (1930), Graham C. McInnes' A Short Historv of Canadian 

Art (1939 )" and Canadian Art (1950) ,22 Mary Graham 

Bonnerfs Made in Canada (1943)~~' Donald Buchanan's The 

Growth of Canadian Paintinq (1950),24 Malcolm Ross' The 

Arts in Canada: A Stock-Takins at Mid-Century (1958),25 

Robert Hubbard's An Antholosy of Canadian Art (1960)~~ and 

The Develooment of Canadian Art (1963)~'~ Russell Harper's 

Painting in Canada: A History (1981)," Dennis Reid's & 



Concise Historv of Canadian Art ( 1 9 8 8 ) ~ ~ ~  and David Burnett 

and Marilyn Schiff's Contemporary Canadian Art (1983)30 

present surveys of Canadian art which position portraiture 

within a chronological frame~ork.~~ Most of these books 

consider the art of French and English colonizing 

 culture^,^' and consist of chapters which focus on specific 

regions of Canada within particular time periods. To a 

greater or lesser extent, al1 of these histories periodicize 

art production by describing the works as stages in the 

development of a "nationalw idiom, and/or as aesthetic 

imovation. 33 

It is worth considering the only comprehensive 

histories of Canadian art which include sections 

specifically devoted to portraiture of the 1930s and 

1940s.~' Colgate's Canadian Art: Its Orisin and Development 

(1943)~~ devotes close to half the chapter entitled 

"Portraiture, Murals and the Handicrafts" to portraiture. He 

argued that a Canadian idiom could be discerned in the work 

of a few Canadian portraitists. Paradoxically, this national 

style was described in terms of a reconfiguration of French 

moderni~m.'~ Maria Tippett's history of Canadian women 

artists3' devotes almost half a chapter ("Between the 

Wars") to figurative works. A substantial portion of her 

discussion of art of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s centres on 

portraiture. Significantly, she argues that many women 
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"commented indirectly on social and political injustice,w38 

and more directly in the figurative works they produced as 

commissioned war arti~ts.~' She also asserts that 

portraiture and figurative work "served as a counterpart to 

the landscape theme. If4' Thus, both Colgate and Tippett 

demonstrated their recognition of the importance of 

portraiture to Canadian art, by devoting discrete sections 

to the genre. Colgate attempted to identify the aesthetic 

influences which precipitated new approaches to portraiture. 

Tippett, with the benefit of hindsight, situates the genre 

within a larger cultural framework, accounting for the 

various aesthetic and socio-political factors which 

influenced women's portraiture. 

Over the past twenty years, a few public galleries have 

organized exhibitions of portraiture." In 1978, the 

McIntosh Gallery at the University of Western Ontario 

organized The Imaqe of Man in Canadian Paintinq: 1878-1978 

(1978)~~' The contributors to the exhibition catalogue 

persistently urged a reconsideration of the importance of 

portraiture to Canadian art. Lydia Foy and Sylvie Gervais' 

Facinq History: Portraits from the National Archives of 

Canada offers the first cornprehensive survey of portraiture 

from the Archives ' collection ( 1993) . '' The exhibition is 
notable because it defines portraiture in the broadest 

possible terms, as it includes commercial, historical, 
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honorific, propagandistic, and occasional works by Canadian 

and non-Canadian artists in a variety of media. Robert 

Staceyts trans-historical survey entitled The Hand Holdinq 

the Brush: Self-Portraits bv Canadian Artists (1983)" is 

the only comprehensive study of Canadian self-portraiture, 

and includes a historical analysis of the development of 

portraiture as a genre. The exhibition focused on the 

aesthetic, psychological, and socio-political issues which 

surround the production of portraiture in several media. 

By contrast, Esther Trépanier's study of interwar art 

is not devoted exclusively to portraiture, but incorporates 

the genre into a larger consideration of a number of genres. 

Jewish Painters and Modernity: Montréal 1930-1945 (1987) 

explores the relation of regional and ethnic concerns to the 

art of the periodœ4' As with Stacey, Trépanier moves beyond 

a merely historical examination of portraiture to consider 

the socio-political factors that influenced its production. 

Judi Schwartz's catalogue of portraits from the Hart House 

collection called Fiqures and Portraits: The Canadian 

Identitv (1993) examines the effects of the World Wars and 

the Depression on the works of the period? She contends 

that the sense of alienation and displacement created by 

these events prompted a renewed interest in the human 

figure. Further, Schwartz argues for "two strong traditions 

in Canadian art ... that of the landscape artist and that of 



the portrait artist." Indeed, the dominance of landscape 

painting during this era operates for Schwartz "sometimes to 

the exclusion of the important movement of portrait and 

figure painters of the time." Schwartz's conclusions are 

useful because they dovetail with my own concerns about the 

neglect of portraiture's importance. I will now consider the 

texts which have proved essential to the formation of my own 

argument. 

Charles Hill's seminal catalogue Canadian Paintinq in 

the Thirties (1975) provided the point of departure for rny 

consideration of portraiture's emergence during the interwar 

period by relating it to a general movement away from the 

nationalist landscape school of the Group of Seven." 

Hill's history investigated the various aesthetic and 

ethical positions informing artists' choice of subject 

matter against the backdrop of complex relations among 

members of the arts community, art societies, and cultural 

institutions. Frances K. Smith's thorough examination of the 

events leading up to the Kingston Conference in André 

Biéler: An Artist's Life and Times (1980) was instrumental 

in reaching an understanding of the spirit which informed 

artistic activity during the 1930s and 1940s.'' Robert 

Stacey's trans-historical survey entitled The Hand Holdinq 

the Brush: Self-Portraits bv Canadian Artists examined the 

changes in approach taken by portraitists within an art 
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historical context- Staceyrs description of the incentives 

which informed the shift away "from likeness to likeningU4' 

after the invention of photography offered a practical 

explanation for portraitists' belief in their authority as 

discerners of character. As painting was in danger of being 

displaced by a more inexpensive alternative, many artists 

reconsidered the role of the portraitist, and determined 

that the painted portrait was a more suitable genre than the 

photograph for aesthetic exploration. This conviction is 

often articulated by Paraskeva Clark, Lilias Newton, and 

Jori Smith. The lack of first-hand commentary by Prudence 

Heward makes her position on this issue difficult to 

determine; however, her insightful and arresting studies in 

character suggest that she shared many of her 

contemporaries' sentiments. Thus, Hill's, Smith's, and 

Stacey's works provided an introduction to the issues 

salient to my thesis as a whole, and provided the conceptual 

framework for my second chapter which examines self- 

portraiture as an articulation of the artists' relationship 

to the community. 

The retrieval ptocess begun by several art historians 

provided the biographical and art historical background f o r  

my own examination of a f e w  women portraitists. 1 relied on 

the catalogues to several important exhibitions, written 

individually and/or collaborativelySO by Dorothy Farr, 



Natalie Luckyj, and Mary MacLachlan. My consideration of the 

experiences of women artists and their subjects relies 

considerably on ~arr, ~ucky j , '' and ~ac~achlan ' sS3 

interpretations of Newton, Heward, and Clark. An in-depth 

study of Jori Smith's life and art production remains to be 

done. 1 hope that my own brief discussion of her work will 

encourage others to pursue further research on the artist. 

1 am indebted to art historians Dorothy Farr and 

Natalie Luckyj for their groundbreaking work on Canadian 

women artists. They first articulated the concept of a 

generic gap, which created: 

An awakening interest in subjects and styles outside 
the rather narrow range of the Canadian landscape 
tradition (which] permitted public acceptance of themes 
previously neglected. The gap between what formerly 
might have been termed feminine and masculine subject 
matter slowly narrowed with the emphasis on figurative 
and narrative themes. In particular, the success of 
women portrait painters during the 1930s and the 1940s 
ref lects this change. '' 

1 will contend that this gap led to the introduction of 

hitherto hidden aspects of feminine experience into the 

public sphere. This aperture began to close as the genre of 

abstraction began to command the attention of artists and 

galleries in the post-World War II period. Since Canada was 

in a time of dramatic political and cultural transition, the 

gap can be understood as a liminal period in Canadian 

history. Although the careers of Paraskeva Clark, Prudence 

Heward, Lilias Torrance Newton, and Jori Smith demonstrate a 



variety of generic and political interests, al1 of these 

artists were involved in the creation of deeply 

psychologicalSS portraits which not only reflect the 

anxiety of their age, but also reveal an absorption in the 

question of the individual's rcLe in a changing society. 

l.ii METHODûLOGY AND KEY COKCEPTS 

The three core chapters of my thesis will involve a close 

reading of portraits informed by biographical evidence, and 

the theoretical premises discussed below. Because much of 

the retrieval work on these artists has been done, little 

space is devoted to their lives, formative influences and 

aesthetic development. Basic biographical information is 

included in Appendix III which will serve as a reference 

point throughout the chapters. The images selected are not 

representative of the artists' bodies of work, nor do they 

chart their aesthetic development. The portraits were 

selected to support my theoretical position regarding a 

trend in Canadian art during a particular historical period. 

Notably, Lilias Torrance Newton's work figures prominently 

throughout the thesis because as a commissioned portraitist, 

she was more prolific than Clark, Heward, and Smith, whose 

works encompassed a number of genres. 

My examination of womenrs portraiture of the interwar 

period will be arranged around a constellation of four 

concepts: liminality, public/private, self/identity, and 



dialogism. These concepts or schemas will intersect to 

provide both the theoretical basis of my discussion and its 

overall structure. 1 will first consider the terms 

individually , then provide an outline of each chapter. 

l.iii LIMINALITY 

In 1908, anthropologist Arnold Van Gennep introduced 

the concept of liminality when he synthesized initiation 

ceremonies in non-Western, non-industrialized cultures into 

three phases: 1) separation, 2) liminality, and 3) 

incorporati~n.~~ These stages describe individualsr (often 

young adolescents) separation from their social status, 

their initiation during an intermediate state of liminality, 

leading to their reintegration into the social structure in 

newly achieved roles. Anthropologist Victor Turner took up 

Van Gennep's concept of liminality to develop a 

comprehensive theory of transition which includes both 

individuals and whole societies. According to Turner, 

liminality is defined as the process in which the "person" 

is separated Yrom the persona role. Social identity is 

therefore temporarily relinquished and the initiate is 

reduced to her/his human essence. When applied to whole 

cultures, liminality has been used to describe periods of 

transition "when the past has lost its grip and the future 

has not yet taken ~hape,"'~ and issues of cultural identity 

corne to the fore. By stripping the novitiate of al1 her/his 
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previous sources of knowledge of self and society "he/she is 

likely to develop a freer, deeper understanding of the 

system from which he/she has been removed. f"9 Similarly, a 

liminal moment in a culture's history signals a rite of 

passage from well defined social structures into an epoch of 

criticism, reassessment, self-reflexivity, and self- 

consciousness60 leading to "revitalization movementsw and 

"deliberate, organized, conscious efforts by the members of 

a society to construct a more satisfying culture."61 This 

intermediary phase in an individual or a societyts 

development is characterized by a sense of play and paradox, 

and by a sense of "communitas with one's fellow initiates in 

the liminal state . 
The link between liminality and communitas is an 

important issue in my thesis; 1 will argue that liminality 

plays a significant role in the development and articulation 

of social consciousness in portraiture, and in the 

construction of public and private identity in portraits. 

Liminality is also a paradoxical time in which an emergent 

self-consciousness cornes to the fore. This concept redounds 

upon the portrayal of women, men, and children as symbols of 

1) changing social codes and gender roles, and 2) imaging 

adolescents as liminal figures. Such reflexivity prompts a 

questioning of the existing social structure and facilitates 

the betterment of society upon re-integration. The 



ameliorative impulse is certainly a feature of Clark and 

Smith's work who, as committed socialists, were very 

interested in social/political change and in the role of the 

artist in society. Thus, my analysis considers the 

liminality of the artist, the subject,  the period, and the 

genre itself. 

1.i.v PUBLIC/PRIVATB 

This preoccupation with the social becomes the basis of 

my discussion of the public/private scherna and its relation 

to portraiture. In defining these terms 1 have relied on the 

work of feminist anthropologists and social critics who 

developed a model to examine women's activities in the 

6 3 domestic and political realms, and insisted on the 

distinction between gender and sex." It is impossible to 

employ this public/private model without being aware of its 

implicit dangers. Public and private functions as an 

6 5 ideology, as well as a means of investigating the various 

ways in which women labour to disrupt its dichotomous 

implications. Rather than viewing public and private as 

separate spheres, w e  must consider "public and private lives 

[as] integrated and taking their meaning from historical 

circumstances, cultural contexts, individual identities, and 

actions."66 With these issues in mind, my discussion of 

public and private will focus on the public as the 

professional sphere and the private as the domestic sphere 
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within the context of a historical period which challenged 

the fixity of the categories- These spheres intersect at the 

junction of the social, in which the binaric distinction 

between theso two terms is interrogated and problematized by 

the portraitists 1 will consider. This interrogation thus 

de-stabilizes the relation of public to private identity, 

and offers a theoretical bridge with which to examine the 

relation of self to identity. 

1.v SELF/IDENTITY 

In Self z d  fdentity: Contemaorary Philosophical 

Issues, Daniel Kolak and Raymond Martin described the 

difference between private and public identities in temporal 

terms. For them, persona1 identity depends on a concept of 

private self which transcends time (creating "unity at a 

tirne"), while our sense of public identity comes to us 

through our experiences oves Rom Harre elucidates 

the distinction between our private self and public identity 

in terms of a unity of consciousness versus a unity of 

consciousness combined with action? Both Rom Harré and 

Daniel C. Dennett take their source from the self which 

creates a hierarchy of action and feeling, and of the 

rational and the intuitive. D e ~ e t t  contends that out of the 

ideal-fictive selves we unconsciously construct, we "elect" 

a "Head of Mindw which incorporates outside stimulus (other 

people, or for the purposes of my discussion, the 



interaction of artist, subject, and viewer) into our 

interna1 processes of self-construction. 

The concepts of public and private identity as 

constructions necessarily implies a fictionality. In holding 

this view, D e ~ e t t  and Harré describe each identity as 

performing a narrative function: public identity allows the 

subject to interact in the narrative of the larger 

community, while private identity provides a narrative 

coherence to the subject by organizing perception, thought, 

and memory. Our "narrative of selfhood" pennits us to 

represent our selves not only to ourselves but to ~ t h e r s , ~ ~  

who in turn, respond to and assist us in articulating the 

narrative. In this manner, D e ~ e t t  and Harré's concept of 

subjective constructivism can be understood as dialogical in 

that the concept of self-construction is simultaneously 

private, public, and social. This triadic relationship is 

constitutive to my deployment of dialogism, the fourth 

concept in my constellation. 

1.vi DIALOGISM AND THE TRIO 

Mikhail Bakhtin created the term dialogism to describe 

the complex relationship that exists in any discussion 

between and among subjects. In such a discussion, the 

"truth" does not reside in any one subject, but is rather a 

process of communal and communicative building. Bakhtin 

argues that: 



Discourse ... is interindividual. Al1 that is said, 
expressed, is outside of the 'fsoul" of the [author] and 
does not belong to him only- But discourse cannot be 
attributed to the [author] alone. The author ... may 
have inalienable rights upon the discourse, but so does 
the listener, as do those whose voices resonate in the 
words found by the author (since there are no words 
that do not belong to someone). Discourse is a three- 
role drama (it is not a duet but a trio). It is played 
outside the author, and it is inadmissable to inject it 
within the author." 

There is a useful parallel to be drawn between Bakhtints 

triad of author, listener, and resonating voice and the 

relationship of artist, viewer, and portrait subject. 1 will 

argue that each member of the trio shapes the construction 

and the perception of every portrait. The authority of the 

portrait's creation is thus distributed among artist, 

subject and viewer. It is this triad which serves to provide 

the overall structure for the following chapters. 

1 .vii TH& CHAPTERS 

Chapter two will focus on the changing role of the 

artist in Canadian society from the 1920s to the 1940s. 1 

will discuss the shifting relationship of the artist to the 

fractious visual arts community in Canada, and to Canadian 

society as a whole. A brief description of the Kingston 

Conference and the establishment of the Federation of 

Canadian Artists (FCA), the first national organization of 

artists, form the introduction to the chapter, while 

Appendices 1 and 11 provide the background to these events 

by comparing the societies' conflicting ideologies. Many 
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artists during this time emerge as liminal figures, Social 

isolation is transcended by a dynamic, often political 

resolve to reintegrate themselves into the larger community. 

This chapter considers the first rnember of my dialogic 

triad; the artist and her construction of the subject in 

self-portraits. 

These issues will be developed by examining one self- 

portrait by Lilias Torrance Newton, and several works by 

Paraskeva Clark. The imperatives for Jori Smith's production 

will be considered, although a discussion of her portraits 

will be reserved for chapter 4. 1 argue that Clark and 

Smith's shared cornmitment to socialism influenced their 

choice and handling of subject matter. In contrast, Newton 

as a commissioned portraitist, was not motivated by 

political concerns; instead her work reflects her patrons' 

expectations combined with her own aesthetic vision. 

Nevertheless the psychological nature of her portraits 

suggests that she absorbed her contemporaries' concern with 

issues of consciousness and moral agency. 

Although a feminist critique of Newton and Clark's 

self-portraits would have provided interesting points of 

comparison to the images of women, in this chapter 1 

emphasized women's shared experience, not as gendered 

subjects, but as part of a larger art community. 1 have 

several reasons for doing so. First, I do not believe that 



gender or sex are the primary determinants in their 

aesthetic production. Portraits by Clark, Heward, Newton, 

and Smith belong to a general movement away from the 

nationalist landscape school of the Group of Seven. 

Furthermore, the artists themselves viewed their work within 

the context of the dominant aesthetic of the period and not 

as a reflection of gender. Secondly, like their female 

contemporaries, many male artists were drawn to portraiture, 

and used the genre to create insightful character studies 

and political statements. Such artists as Charles Comfort 

(1900-1994), Jack Humphrey (1901-1967), Philip Surrey 

(1910- ) ,  Goodridge Roberts (1904-19741, and Frederick 

Varley (1881-1969) also exploited modernist conventions in 

highly psychological works. As a comparison of these 

artists' portraits with those of women was beyond the scope 

of this project, 1 have attempted to avoid essentializing 

women's production (or implying that they were "naturally" 

more giited portraitists) by devoting a single chapter to 

the relationship between women's production and the larger 

socio-political and art historical context. Finally, to 

discuss Newton's, Clark, Smith and Heward's portraiture 

exclusively in terms of gender issues denies these artists' 

aesthetic achievements. Feminist analysis of the portraits 

is reserved for the third and fou r th  chapters, where 1 

consider issues related to the representation of feminine experience. 



Chapter three examines the role of the subject in the 

construction of the portrait, using feminist theory as a 

critical framework. 1 will argue that gender construction is 

a constitutive element in both the artists' and subjects' 

self-conceptions, and is therefore an integral part of the 

portrait as an interpretation of identity. Griselda 

Pollock's examination of Berthe Morisot's and Mary Cassatt's 

(French and American 19th century Impressionists, 

respectively) paintings in "Modernity and the spaces of 

femininity"" will serve as an important model for this 

analysis. She uses the public/private model, but resists 

essentializing women'ç experience by applying a synthesis of 

Marxist, psychoanalytic, and deconstructive theory. Pollock 

contends that history is a complex series of processes and 

relations and examines how women's experience of the public 

and private spheres determines how they represent these 

spaces in their paintings. Following Pollock's model, I 

argue that Lilias Torrance Newton's, Paraskeva Clark's, and 

Prudence Heward's experiences of the public and private 

spheres are inscribed in their depiction of the spaces to 

which they had access. 

Pollock's theory that women use the modernist treatment 

of space to subvert the voyeuristic gaze will be applied to 

Newton's, Clark's, and Heward's representations of men and 

women. A s  gendered subjects, artists collaborated to 
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construct portraits which paradoxically, both reflected, and 

challenged, socially defined gender roles. The unsettling 

portrayals of men and women do not permit easy 

objectification of the sitters, and suggest a blurring of 

the boundaries between public and private. Psychologically 

intense portrayals of public men in private settings 

challenge the traditional image of the professional man, 

while depictions of assertive women in urban and rural 

settings evoke the recently conceived concept of the "new 

woman." The social sphere thus becomes a site of resistance 

between the public and private, and suggests the liminality 

of the period itself, when accepted social codes were being 

questioned and future roles and structures remained to be 

determined. This chapter will emphasize the sitterfs self- 

presentation as an overt or covert act of social 

construction, and therefore considers the second member of 

Bakhtinfs dialogic triad, the subject. 

Chapter four focusçes on the viewer, and examines 

specifically the viewerfs interpretation of the portrait 

subject in depictions of children. The works selected 

document the varied stages in the maturation process, and 

have served to chart the child's development from a fixed 

role in the family to the liminal status of the adolescent- 

1 will also suggest that the portraits function as diverse 

indices of feminine identity. Such paintings as Lilias 



24 

Torrance Newton's MY Son (fig.l5), Jori Smith's portrayal of 

La Communiante (fig.l6), and a number of portraits of 

children and pubescent girls by Prudence Heward will 

function as the bases for my analysis. 

The subject's gaze emerges as an essential point of 

analysis in al1 of these startling works. The insistent 

subjectivity behind each gaze establishes a subject/viewer 

relation that precludes a voyeuristic reification of the 

portrait subject. Thus the implications of the viewer's role 

in the triadic schema of dialogism becomes clear: she must 

acknowledge the portrait as a representation of another 

subject to initiate the third component of the dialogic 

process. 

My discussion of Newton's portrait of her son will 

employ Linda Nochlin's analysis of gender and genre to 

assert that My Son functions as the site at which two 

subjectivities meet. Newton's role as mother is invested in 

the portrait itself, and in turn competes with her son 

Forbesl ernerging sense of public identity. 

The reciprocity of the artist/subject relationship acts 

as the critical focus of my examination of Jori Smith's 

Communiante, In addition to the painting, Smith's 

unpublished manuscript will serve as an intertext with which 

to analyze the visual work. The sense of reciprocity in 

Smith's text is further suggested in her emotional concern 



about the plight of many Charlevoix women, and in her 

observance of their construction of her as a subject, even 

as she is constructing them. 

Heward's approach to the depiction of childhood differs 

from Smith's. She was very interested in exploring the 

shifts in consciousness that occur during maturation. This 

interest is evinced in her portrayal of the child's growing 

awareness of her social place. Her portraits of adolescent 

girls concentrate on the liminal phase of the subject's 

developrnent. Such portraits as Rollande (fig.21) and Sisters 

of Rural Ouebec (fig.22) challenge the passivity of feminine 

sexuality, while arguing for  the concept of female 

subj ectivity. 



2 .  REDEFINING THE ARTIST'S ROLE IN SOCIZTY 

This chaptet examines the self-portraits of Lilias 

Torrance Newton (1896-1980) and Paraskeva Clark (189801986) 

as expressions of artists' growing concern with their 

relation to community during the interwar period. The 

imperatives behind Jori Smith's (1907- ) work will be 

explored with exclusive attention to the ethical and 

political implications of portraiture production. 1 argue 

that Clark and Smith shared a commitment to socialisrn which 

influenced their choice and handling of subject matter. Both 

women were committed to creating socially relevant art 

forms, and believed that figurative compositions could go 

further than other genres in affecting social change. There 

is little evidence to suggest that Newton shared these 

views. In fact, her silence on the political issues that 

concerned so many artists of her generation would suggest 

otherwise. Nevertheless, as this chapter will argue, the 

highly introspective, psychological nature of Newton's 

portrayals suggests that she intuited the modern 

preoccupation with issues of consciousness and moral agency. 

1 examine the relationship of the individual moral agent to 

the larger community by focussing on the need expressed by 

many artists to overcome their sense of isolation and engage 



with social issues. To this end, 1 will establish a 

theoretical link between isolation and liininality, which, as 

a "space between two worlds," suggests that artists in this 

period felt caught; they were neither exclusively members of 

a still developing visual arts community, nor were they part 

of the broader society. I contend that self-portraiture is a 

liminal space between these two communities, a space which 

attempts to bridge the gap which separates them. 

The isolation many artists experienced was alleviated 

somewhat by the emergence of art societies" and other 

groups. During the 1920s and the 1930s, however, the 

divisiveness within and among these groups7' created a 

series of competing orthodoxies (see Appendices 1 and II). 

It is against this backdrop that many artists attempted to 

reconcile aesthetic freedom with serving the needs of 

- society, This goal manifested itself at the Kingston 

Conference of 1941. 

2.i THE FEDERATION OF CANADIAN ARTISTS 

The Kingston Conference (1941) drew over one hundred 

and fifty artists, critics and curators, including Clark and 

Newton. The idea was conceived by André Biéler (1896-1989), 

who hoped a conference would bring the artistic community 

together to discuss the artist's role in society and to 

demonstrate innovations in technical method." Biéler ' s 

concern with the reintegration of the artist into society 



was not based simply on a desire to unite the fragmented 

Canadian artistic community. The recent Depression and the 

continuing war had called into question the survival of 

individual democratic freedom, prompting a reconsideration 

of the humanist principles which informed this ideal. 

Within a few months of the Conference recom- 

mendation/' the Federation of Canadian Artists (FCA) 

became a national organization, with André Biéler as 

president. At the first annual meeting in May 1942, the 

members emphasized its national character. Frank Scott noted 

the lack of state support for the arts during wartime and 

the Federation resolved to encourage the government to 

enlist the aid of artists in the war/postwar reconstruction 

effortd6 The ideology of the Federation was perhaps best 

articulated by Frank Scott, who asserted that: 

We no longer build to glorify the pharaohs; now we 
need a new relationship between artist and public 
- a system of groups. Previously the art societies 
have dealt only with single aspects of the needs 
of the artist. But now this federation has 
happened .... In it we have a national 
grouping . 7 7 

Like the art societies of the past, the FCA was intended to 

improve the economic status of the artist, to "foster the 

public's appreciation" of art, and to "enhanc[e] the 

cultural life of The innovative aspects of the 

Federation were its intention to a) encourage public support 

for the National Gallery and its extramural activities, and 



b) to establish a national Canadian arts magazine. 

Jack Shadbolt, in his recollection of the Kingston 

Conference in 1941, described the emergence of two kinds of 

social identity: 

It was the first time that Canadian artists right 
across the country achieved any sense of social 
identity, that is, community among themselves, or that 
other kind of social identity, awareness of how many of 
them were realizing that a new concept of art in 
relation to the everyday scene in Canada was emerging; 
because at that time the influence of the Group of 
Seven, which was primarily landscape-oriented and 
somewhat remote and romantic in dealing with a large, 
almost what you might cal1 a spiritualized impact of 
nature on life ... had very little to do with the 
everyday detail of local involvement, political 
involvement, the workerst cause and the domestic scene 
in general; this was becoming a necessity - I think 
something had emerged in  anad da.'^ 

dboltts insight into the spirit of the Conference echoes 

what anthropologist Victor Turner describes as 

characteristic of the liminal stage: a period of transition, 

in the development of an individual or a culture, which 

evokes a sense of community among limnar~.~' At such 

moments, "comradeship transcends distinctions of rank, age, 

kinship position, and ... even of sex." Thus, artists of 

the interwar period can be understood as liminal figures 

whose attitudes coincide with a time of rapidly shifting 

social structures. Indeed, this period can be construed as a 

liminal stage in Canadian cultural history - the nation was 
negotiating the shift from dominion to independent state 

and, was in turn, experiencing a disruption of its social 
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identity. This disruption in the national psyche occurred 

concomitantly with increased opportunities for women in the 

public sphere." Nevertheless, artists generally remained 

on the margins of society, observing the culture from their 

liminal vantage point. This unique perspective will 

eventually give them the insight, as self-proclaimed 

visionaries, to reintegrate into the culture." 

The self-portrait, when placed in the social context of 

isolation from community, suggests a liminal generic space 

in which the artist views herself as limnar. This liminality 

emerges as a "space between two worlds, [and] is a place of 

para do^."^' The paradox of liminality arises, in self- 

portraiture, from the fact that the artist depicts herself 

as an isolated figure, even as the portrait itself emerges 

as an attempt to connect with society. The contradictory 

impulses of isolation and communication which inhere in the 

self-portrait offer a useful paradox. For this reason, an 

analysis of the self-portraits of Lilias Torrance Newton and 

Paraskeva Clark become useful indices of the liminal 

expression of the relationship of the individual to 

community . 
2.ii LILIAS TORRANCE NEWTON: CûMMISSIONED PORTRAITIST 

The trajectory of Lilias Torrance Newton's career 

played an integral role in her aesthetic development. As a 

successful commissioned portraitist, she fared better than 



many of her contemporaries; even the Depression did not 

hinder the number of commissions she received." However, 

the lack of exhibition space forced her to rely on 

exhibiting societies to present her persona1 work. The 

Beaver Hall Hill Group (BHHG) provided her with exhibition 

and studio space, and the opportunities to interact with 

other artists in a spirit of "bonh~rnie."~~ After the 

group's disintegrationfs7 Newton was left with few regular 

public venues to display her private work. Thus, when she 

was elected an associate of the Royal Canadian Academy (RCA) 

in 1923, Newton secured a distinction that would impress her 

clients, and gained access to exhibition space for her non- 

comrnissioned work. Unfortunately, the RCA's conservatism and 

its lack of comradeship (evinced by the interna1 conflicts 

over the Wembley exhibition)", made it less congenial to 

Newton than the BHHG Group. She clairned to have little 

interest in the RCA, which to her mind was a "queer, mixed- 

up sort of society . 

Newton also frequently exhibited with the Group of 

Seven and became a founding member of the Canadian Group of 

Painters (CGP) in 1933. Her association with these groups 

offered her a more artistically stimulating environment. Her 

style, which combined the modernist paletteg0 and 

compositional structure, with traditional portraiture, 

brought her work closer to that of her peers in the CGP.~' 



The CGPfs qualified acceptance of figurative subjects" 

allowed her a certain measure of artistic freedom. In 1961, 

she explained her position on the landscape school: "I've 

tried painting landscapes too, but I f m  no good at that. My 

main interest is still people.ff93 Newton's self-deprecating 

assessment, which conflicts with her successful handling of 

landscape in many of her portraits, is a reflection of her 

preference, not of her ability, 

While her figurative works and portraits were not 

inspired by the socialism which motivated many of her 

contemporaries, they were painted during a general movement 

away from painting landscape toward the human subject. In 

her arresting Self-Portrait (1929, NGC, fig.l), Newton 

offers the viewer a glimpse of her public and private 

identities. She looks confidently outside the picture frame, 

and the centrality of her placement in the composition 

reminds us of Griselda Pollock's description of modernist 

space.94 According to Pollock, the compression of pictorial 

space and the elimination of superfluous detail undermines 

the traditionally voyeuristic relation of viewer to 

subject.'' Newton confronts the spectator in an ambiguous 

space in which the objects are not clearly defined. Pollock 

contends that the subversion of a coherent relationship to 

objects permits the artist to organize pictorial space as a 

series of "subjective hierarchies of value for their 



producer . "" Thus Newton ' s elimination of extraneous 
detail in her manipulation of space creates a hierarchy 

which privileges the figure. The distortion of space allowed 

her greater freedom to present herself in personal, creative 

ways. Pollock's assertion that "this kind of representation 

becomes susceptible to different ideological and subjective 

inflecti~ns'~~' f o r s  the pivot upon which we can analyze 

Newton's conception of social identity. The key to Newton's 

self-conception is found in her gaze. 

Newton's Self-Portrait is disconcerting in its 

immediacy. However, this sense of confrontation is 

apparently diffused by the portrait's gaze, which is 

directed to an unspecified point beyond the viewer. The 

issue of Newton's gaze is a subject to which 1 will return. 

For the moment, let us consider some aspects of the 

subjectts self-conception, with a view to interpreting the 

motives for the production of the Self-Portrait. 

2.iia SELF-PORTRAIT AS SELF-PROMOTION 

Newton's solemnity of expression is underscored by the 

solid treatment of form, and the horizontality of 

composition is enhanced by the sweater's stripes. The use of 

light suggests an almost ethereal luminosity. However, 

Newton remains grounded in reality; the sedate pose and 

setting remind us of a patron's description of her as 

"urbane, intelligent, [and] cosrn~politan.~~~~ Her impeccable 



taste is reflected in her fashionable attire; although 

stylish, it betrays "none of the smart sophistication which 

the world calls Bohemian. "" In fact, Newton's graciousness 

formed an integral part of her identity as a commissioned 

artist, because it granted her easy access to her patrons1 

social sphere . ' O 0  In this manner, the Self -Portrait might 

have functioned as a form of self-advertisement. 

Unlike a comissioned work, Newton's Self-Portrait was 

not produced with a patron in mind. It may not have been 

intended for sale. A s  art historian Robert Stacey suggests, 

"self-portraits rarely sel1 before their authors are 

dead, "10'  He hastens to add that "self-advertisement and 

self-commemoration are also potent motives." Furthermore, 

Stacey places self-portraiture within the Canadian art 

historical context, and specifically within the exhibition 

system: 

Indeed, it was only with the establishment, after 
Confederation of art societies and their invitational 
and competitive exhibition systems, that a forum for 
such portraiture became available. Through the exposure 
of self-portraits, artists could achieve not only 
public recognition, but also public recocrnizabilitv 
over a period of tirne.'** [Emphasis added] 

Significantly, Stacey's description of the post- 

Confederation exhibition system emphasizes the importance of 

art societies to the production of self-portraiture- The 

exhibition of self-portraits promoted public recognition of 

artists and their work. Stacey's distinction between public 



recognition and public recognizability suggests that the 

relation of professional identity and "private" face was 

equally important in attracting future patrons. The repeated 

exhibition of this particular work'03 demonstrated that 

Newton was satisfied with its depiction of public and 

private selves; thus, she may have considered the work self- 

promotional. Newton's dignified self-portrait proclaims her 

ability to move unobtrusively in her patrons' homes. 

1 will now return to the issue of Newton's gaze. We see 

that her professional identity is revealed not only in her 

self-presentation, but also in the act of portrayal. Her 

gaze is not directed beyond the viewer, as 1 have suggested 

earlier; rather, she looks at the viewer directly. The 

fixity of her gaze, however, gives the spectator the 

sensation of being 'looked through." The self-portraitist's 

mirror is implicit in Newton's decision not to engage with 

the viewer; as a result, her gaze becomes part of her 

critical, aesthetic representation of self. The fixed stare 

represents the act of gazing into the mirror to anatomize 

both body and soul. In this way, the gaze marks the artist's 

attempt to reconcile the physical and the psychological in 

the self. 

2 i i b  CONCLUSION: SELF-PORTRAIT AS SOCIAL IDENTITY 

The frontality of Newton's pose and the absence of 

protective work clothes suggest further evidence of her 



public identity as portraitist. While full-frontal self- 

portraits are unu~ual'~' (unless the artist uses 

photographs), Newton's disdain for photography (because of 

its limited possibilities as a medium for the study of 

character)'05 makes it doubtful that she used it as a tool. 

Moreover, her pose and clothing are consistent with the 

artist's usual practice: "1 work standing, and never get 

paint on my clothes. 1 don't like heavy smocks that get in 

the Newton's stance and attire are not overt 

references to the practice of portraiture, but reveal her 

particular working methods, and contribute to the viewer's 

interpretation of the private and public aspects of her 

activity. 

In his catalogue to the exhibition The Hand Holdinq the 

Brush: Self-Portraits bv Canadian Artists, Robert Stacey 

discusses the importance of hands in the self -portrait. ' O 7  

Hands are crucial to the construction of the painted image; 

moreover, the manner of their inclusion or exclusion often 

distinguishes self-portraits from portraits. While she has 

omitted obvious references to the tools of her trade, Newton 

does include what might be a painter's palette in the bottom 

right corner. Furthermore, the subjectls right arm is 

slightly extended from her torso, in a gesture consistent 

with the act of painting. Thus, Newton's expression, pose, 

and gaze reveal her absorption in an act of self-assessment. 
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sensation of being "ignored" demonstrates the 

the mirror, while Newton's absent hand, 

and suggested palette al1 refer to the act of 

self-portrayal. The portrait not only demonstrates her 

interest in self-promotion, but also confirms Pollock's 

claim that the artist's ideological and subjective 

inflections surface in compositions which subvert literal 

depiction in the expression of the artist's vie~point.'~' 

Admittedly, references to Newton's public identity 

remain symbolic. Overtly, the self-portrait represents her 

in social isolation. In turn, she included few references to 

home and studio. The face and body are significant in the 

viewer's interpretation of the subject's identity. Pose, 

gesture, and demeanour are generally intuited as aspects of 

character; therefore, Newton's personality becomes the 

subject of the portrait. Felicity Edholm describes the 

effect of portraits which emphasize the character of their 

sub j ects : 

The psychological portrait also tends to focus on the 
individual's uniqueness and difference to others, to 
emphasize the isolation of the individual: the 
aloneness. Many such portraits seem, in effect, to 
problematize the individual's relation to the world, 
and to stress the separation between the individual and 
the social world. log 

Edholm's description of the psychological portrait aptly 

describes Newton's painting. The self-portrait reveals both 

her public and private isolation, even as her face becomes a 



locus of character. Notably, her emphasis on the self 

problematizes, rather than denies, her relation to the 

public sphere. 

If we recall Shadboltrs description of the shift away 

from depictions of the landscape to representations of the 

figure, Newton's self-portrait becomes a manifestation of 

many artists' social concerns. Her exploration of self 

constitutes what Barbara Rose has described as a "prima1 act 

of self-consciousne~s~~ in which the artist considers her 

role as creator. '1° Furthermore, the self -portrait 

paradoxically acknowledges a larger community by questioning 

Newton's relationship to the social sphere. Painted in 1929, 

several years after the dissolution of the Beaver Hall Hill 

Group, four years prior to the CGPrs formation, and twelve 

years before the Kingston Conference, Newton's self-portrait 

emerges as a symbol of the artist's growing need to redefine 

her relation to society. The paradox of Newton's self- 

portrait lies in its denial of the larger social context, 

even as it acknowledges community. The work reflects not 

only the reality of the isolated artist, but also her 

attempt to negotiate a place in society. Social identity 

becomes a prominent concern in the work because it suggests, 

like Iiminality, "a stage of ref lection. ltl" For Victor 

Turner, this stage permits the liminal figure to re- 

constitute the mass of her experience into itç constituent 



parts.'" This process has implications for the self- 

portrait; the object of reflection becomes an examination of 

one's own identity, and therefore conforms to Shadbolt's 

description of social identity as that of artist to the 

artistic community. The relationship of portraiture to 

social identity as that of artist to society at large will 

be examined in my discussion of Paraskeva Clark's self- 

portraits. 

2111 PARASKEVA CLARK: AESTIfBTIC PORTRAITIST TO COMMUNITY 

The RCA annual exhibition of 1932 at the Art Gallery of 

Toronto marked both Clark's public debut as a painter,"' 

and her own sense of belonging to the Canadian visual arts 

community. The significance of this achievement to Clark 

(1898-1986) is revealed in the inscription of the Self- 

Portrait (1931-32, Private Collection, fig.2) she 

contributed: "[it] was accepted by jury and thus it became a 

'foot /in the door' into the temple of Canadian Art." The 

inscription reveals the degree to which public recognition 

was important to Clark, who, as a recent immigrant, needed 

to find a niche."' By the time she attended the Kingston 

Conference,"' Clark had participated in numerous 

exhibitions and belonged to the CGP, as well as the Canadian 

Society of Painters in Waterc~lour."~ Membership in art 

societies, and participation in exhibitions, gave her access 

to Toronto's arts community. 



Clark's aesthetic w a s  informed by her political 

affinity to her native Russia."' She channelled a 

socialist ideology into overtly propagandistic figurative 

works and still-life compositions, notably in her S e l f -  

Portrait with Concert Proaramue, (1942, NGC, fig.3).11' In 

this self-portrait, as in Newton's, both the public and 

private aspects of the subject's identity are revealed. 

Clark's depiction of self, however, suggests a social 

identity quite different from Newton's. As the wife of a 

chartered accountant, Clark enjoyed an economic freedom 

denied to many artists. It was Newton, however, as a 

commissioned portraitist, who enjoyed the greatest economic 

stability during the Depression despite her responsibilities 

as mother and, after her divorce, as sole supporter of her 

son."' During the early 1930s, the Clarks were forced to 

rely on f inancial assistance f rom close friends. lZ0 

Furthermore, Clark's social position did not liberate her 

from domestic responsibilities, and it was this persistent 

drain on her time which she found most taxing.l2' In 

numerous articles, interviews, and editotials of the 1930s 

and 1940s, she often alluded to the plight of the artist 

who, without the support of a private patron or a public 

institution, was forced to confront poverty or the 

possibility of abandoning art altogether. Amongst other 

proposals she encouraged the public to purchase contemporary 



Canadian art, and suggested that galleries pay artists a fee 

for borrowing works for their travelling  exhibition^.'^^ 

The differences between Clark and Newton's situations become 

more apparent when we consider the politics of Clark's Self- 

Portrait with Concert Proaranune. 

2i i ia  MARXISM AND SELF-PORTRAIT VITE CONCERT PROGRAMME 

A comparison of Clark's and Newton's depictions of the 

private sphere reveals the contrast between the artistsf 

self-conceptions as social beings. Newton's Self-Portrait 

(fig.1) describes little of the interior space in which she 

is situated, while Clark's more detailed representation of 

her Rosedale (Toronto) surroundings in Self-Portrait with 

Concert Procrramne suggests ber privileged social position. 

Clark's self-portrayal delves further into her psychological 

state, and creates a greater intimacy between artist and 

viewer. While Newton's gaze and pose subtly suggest her 

activity at the moment of self-portrayal, Clark is seated 

and pensive. Clark's gaze invites the spectator into her 

home; her public persona is subverted by her earnest 

expression. Although Newton and Clark's self-portraits 

present aspects of their social identities, the latter 

portrait makes no overt reference to her public role as 

artist, and instead, offers a portrait of her private self. 

This is not to Say that Clark's Self-Portrait with 

Concert Prosramme does not advert to public concerns. A - 



conjunction of the aesthetic and the political occurs in 

this work; its propagandistic intent appears in its title: 

Self-Portrait with Concert Proqranme- The title refers to 

the "Salute to Russia" concert Clark attended in 1941. The 

event celebrated the Russian resistance to the German 

invasion of Leningrad that same year. Her use of the actual 

programme signals the leaflet's importance within the work. 

The programme is prominently displayed and is more clearly 

defined than the other objects in the room. The casualness 

with which the hands hold the leaflet is belied by the 

contrived, pointed legibility of its contents. The paper's 

lighter tone contrasts with its surroundings, and serves to 

balance Clark's pale face and hands. As a result, the 

political focus of the work becomes clear - the viewer is 
expected to consider the programme the nexus of her 

political and aesthetic interests. 

The concert programme occupies a symbolic prominence as 

well. Clark uses her gaze and expression to direct the 

viewer to the political content of the self-portrait. The 

intensity of her meaningful expression incites the viewer to 

read the pamphlet and to consider its political 

implications. In Self-Portrait with Concert Prosramme, 

aspects of the private self are exploited to serve 

propagandistic ends in order to raise public consciousness 

of Russials involvement in the war. In this way, the 
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political imperatives of Clark's self-portrait reflect both 

her private and public concerns. 

The situation in the USSR had a persona1 impact on 

Clark, who still had family members living there. She 

explained the significance of the portrait to the Director 

of the National Gallery of Canada, Harry Orr McCurry,"' 

who had asked that she remove the collaged programme: 

I would be glad to paint the programme. At the time 1 
couldn't dream it would be bought by someone and a real 
programme seemed to have more power as a message 1 
wanted to send through my painting. 12' 

Interestingly, Clark's anticipation of the difficulty she 

might have selling the portrait would seem to subvert its 

propagandistic intent. However, the work did find an 

audience prior to its sale to the National Gallery at the 

CGP exhibition at the Art Gallery of Toronto in 1942. 

Perhaps Clark hoped that the self-portrait would reach a 

wider audience in public exhibitions than in private sale. 

Whatever her intentions for the work, the political 

commentary was an essential component of Clark's Self- 

Portrait with Concert Prosramme, and in her conception of 

self. 

Charles Hill raises an issue salient to Clark's 

politics when he points to the various impediments 

encountered by proponents of socialism. The poor 

marketability of works with political content presented a 



real obstacle to their production and exhibition.lZ5 

Another question to be considered is that Marxist theory 

militated against the production of objects for private 

con~umption.'~~ Clark seems not to have recognized the 

inherent contradiction in expressing such ideals in a work 

intended for private sale. This attitude can be attributed 

to her confidence in the artist's ability to effect social 

change. In an interview with Andrew Bell in 1948, she 

contended: 

I usually think that art should be felt by the 
people as a necessity - as a strong pole of attraction 
- such as sports are non .... Good works of art should 
have that mass appeal. Naturally, there is a great 
need for a gentler, more persona1 type of art - good to 
have in one's own room .... But above all, the public 
has to be educated to want it as much as motor cars. 
L 2 7 

In Clark's view, even works devoid of political commentary 

were useful because their real aim was to integrate art into 

everyday life. Quality was privileged over subject matter 

because the message was immaterial as long as its form could 

be appreciated by a general audience. 

Clark's notion of form as spiritual communication 

explains her belief in the power of art to generate public 

interest in social issues. In the same interview, Clark 

elaborated her position: 

1 believe that art must be a means of spiritual 
communion among men and therefore - among nations - and 
accordingly we should consider the arts as the best 
channel for thinking out the building of the peaceful 



world - the fondest dream of humanity."' 

Thus the paradox of Clark's aesthetic project, which married 

socialist ideals with the production of works for private 

consumption, was reconciled in her belief that even works of 

an aesthetic nature could play an instrumental role in 

building a better society. Clark's idealistic description of 

art's political efficacy w a s  based on the conviction that a 

populist art would eventually become an ameliorative social 

tool. This belief was prevalent amongst members of the arts 

community during the 1930s and 1940s, and was often 

expressed in the print media, radio broadcasts, and public 

lectures of the period. Walter Abell, as editor of Canadian 

Art, the first national art periodical,12' championed this 

integration of ethical and political issues13o to the 

Canadian arts community. The similarity of Abell and Clark's 

aesthetic vision is evidenced by their respective writings, 

and in an exchange of persona1 letters in the late 1930s. In 

1938, Abell encouraged her politicized aesthetic project, 

and expressed his conviction that its relevance to 

contemporary art production would assure Clark a position on 

the cutting edge of the Canadian art scene. "' Finally, the 

emergence of this heightened sense of social consciousness 

would prove a powerful force in determining artists' choice 

of subject matter. 



2iiib ART AND POLKMICS: NATIONALISM VERSUS SOCIAL 
CONSCIOUSNESS 

During the 1930s and 1940s, artists' choice of subject 

matter took on a moral significance and became a source of 

heated debate. A now-famous series of articles by Bertram 

Brooker (1888-1955), Elizabeth Wyn Wood (1903-1966), Frank 

Underhill (1889-1971)"~ and Paraskeva Clark highlight the 

three sides of the controversy. Brooker promoted the 

exaltation of the aesthetic over the socialist and the 

individualist/ nationalist positions presented respectively 

by Clark, Underhill, and Wyn Wood.13' Thus, the polemic 

placed socialist and humanist issues in opposition to 

nationalist and purely aesthetic concerns. Furthermore, the 

proponents of the development of a purely Canadian 

iconography generally favoured landscape imagery which 

better reflected a Canadian tradition which, in Wyn Wood's 

words, looked to the "wilderness for spiritual stimulation 

and nourishment. "13' These issues wete taken up often 

throughout the late 1930s and 1940s. 

The Second World War helped solidify many artists' 

conviction that a re-evaluation of the importance of art and 

the role of the artist in society was necessary. Some 

axtists such as Clark produced paintings with overtly 

political messages. Many members of the Canadian War Records 

Programme used print and drawing media to document the 
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suffering they witnessed in Europe. Other artists' humanist 

sympathies were expressed in depictions of the urban and 

rural poor."' Most canonical studies of art of the 

interwar period emphasize the national, regional, or 

idiosyncratic character of the works, and note a general 

lack of propagandistic intent. In Canadian Paintinq in the 

Thirties, Charles Hill declares that he found "surprisingly 

little overt political or social content' in spite of "the 

high degree of political activity among artists of the 

tirne."'" This lack of overt political content 

notwithstanding, figurative art and portraiture do suggest 

an emergent social consciousness. Analyses of these genres 

add to our understanding of the political works of the 

period. 13' 

Many of the artists represented in Charles Hill's 

exhibition articulated their socialist affiliations, and 

insisted on the link between their shared political stance 

and their aesthetic production."' Artists of the period 

were prompted to consider the role their work might play in 

the betterment of society. Many critics and artists who 

linked the figure to more democratic art forms recognized 

the potential of portraiture and figurative compositions to 

function as political and social commentary.'39 

2i i ic  PORTFtAITURB AND TEfg PARADOXICAL VISION 

Jori Smith was a champion of this ideology. She like 



Clark, was dedicated to socialism, and worked toward social 

reform with the League for Social Reconstruction (LSR), a 

group which she stated "wasn't left enough for me at 

a11,"140 and in her work for the Committee for Spanish 

Dem~cracy.~" Although she did not describe her portraits 

as propagandistic, she did relate her production to a 

humanitarian cause, In a joint interview, Smith and her 

husband Jean Palardy (an avid painter during the 1930s)14' 

focussed on the necessity of depicting the human form. Smith 

emphasized specifically the importance of portraiture, and 

distinguishes the photograph from the painted portrait. Like 

Newton, she felt that only the latter medium permitted the 

interpretation of character and the inscription of the 

artist's vision.143 Smith argued that the painter provides 

important insights into the human scene, and believed that 

portraiture offers the possibility of transcending the 

specificity of the depicted subject, to make statements 

about humanity: 

Plus que jamais l'oeuvre du portraitiste demande une 
haute conscience artistique et un labeur incessant. 
Malheureusement le portraitiste aujourd'hui se voit 
dans une situation illogique. Pour vivre, il est trop 
souvent obligé de peindre ses portraits au goût de ceux 
qui les commandent; c'est pourquoi il ne peut 
manifester son individualité, puisque ses oeuvres 
deviennent des articles de commerce. Le portraitiste 
qui fait oeuvre d'art maintenant est celui qui choisit 
les têtes à sa guise et les peint en prenant pour seul 
critère son idéal. 144 

In Smith's mind, portraiture provides the generic space to 



articulate transcendental themes to be achieved by the 

tireless dedication of the socially committed artist. Her 

privileging of aesthetic integrity above economic 

impediments places the artist simultaneously in the sphere 

of the non-artist, and in the role of the seer. This dual 

role makes the artist an important contributing menber of 

society. This paradoxical aesthetic vision is salient to the 

discussion of the figures of isolation depicted in the 

self-portraits by Newton and Clark, but requires a further 

delineation of artists' conceptions of the importance of the 

isolated figure to political democracy. In the interview of 

1930, Smith does not forge a definitive link between her 

leftist politics and her belief in  the primacy of the human 

figure. To understand the association between 

representations of hwaanity to democratic idealism, we must 

jump forward almost twenty years and consider the opinions 

of Barker  Fairley. 

In 1949, scholar, art critic, and portraitist Barker 

Fairley (1887-1987) answered his own query "What is Wrong 

with Canadian Art" by decrying the lack of rigour in 

Canadian art criticism which had permitted the Group of 

Seven's dominance: 

What was needed then [since the late 1920s],and 
what is needed now is to set the whole subject 
matter of art free and not just the landscape part 
of it. It is the human subject, the human face, the 
human figure, whether alone or in groups or in crowds, 



in t o m  and country, in war and peace, in life and 
death, that is the real and central subject of art, as 
it is of ~ociety.'~' 

The preoccupation with landscape and nationalisrn prevented 

an artistic engagement with world issues. He insisted that 

"In an age of crisis like ours there has to be a sense of 

re-birth and of begiming again as well as a sense of 

destr~ction."'~~ He thus proposed a re-evaluation of 

subject matter, and urged critics and artists to explore 

international political and art movements- He believed that 

the human subject would be the source of socially relevant 

art. 

Paraskeva Clark anticipated Fairley's sentiment in an 

article in February 1943. Like Fairley, Clark argued that 

the artist would be an important figure in post-war 

reconstruction efforts and exhorted the recently formed FCA 

to address the "question of the education of the public and 

artists.""' This extract distills the essence of her 

argument : 

Now, we see that art is able to be a powerful 
force in wartime in the service of the nation, as 
the agent of inspiration, teaching, criticism, 
chastisement, or glorification. But it has to be 
of course, an art depicting the human being, human 
action, in order to produce in people's minds and 
hearts the desired effect .... In our overgrown 
"pioneering" delight in our wilderness, we 
neglected the study of the "pioncer," of the man 
.... The Post-War Art, if it wishes to be a 
strong, great, inspiring factor in the building of 
the new life, will have to be useful, clear, - 
human above all. Artists must study well the long 



neglected (and most difficult) subject, "the 
fellow man, " so that Canada will never again f ind 
itself lagging behind other countries in this 
respect. 1 4 8  

Here, Clark expresses her belief in art's transformative 

power by asserting the depiction of the person as essential 

to social change. In this m a n n e r ,  the notion of progress is 

invariably linked to an aesthetic examination of other 

members of the community. Despite their failure to create a 

definitive link between portraiture and their commitment to 

socialism, Clark, Smith, and Fairley do assert that the 

description of the community must inevitably reside in the 

aesthetic examination of self. 

Ziiid SELF-PORTRAITURE, DIALOGISMI AND LIMINALITY 

We are now prepared to consider the political and 

aesthetic implications of Clark's other self-portraits. The 

propagandistic elements of Self-Portrait with Concert 

Prosramme (fig.3) are absent in her Self-Portrait (1937, 

Dalhousie Art Gallery, fig.4). Nevertheless, the latter work 

approaches the former in its depiction of private and public 

identity. While the plants which decorate the window might 

appear to refer exclusively to the domestic realm, her 

fashionable clothes, confident demeanour, and steady gaze 

suggest an apparent social ease. By reconciling aspects of 

public and private identity, Clark intuited Rom Harré and 

Daniel C. Dennettts distinction between collective and 



unique identit~."~ These social constructivists define 

collective identity as that concept of self which is 

composed by the individual's interaction with community, and 

unique identity as that notion of consciousness which 

separates the individual from the community. It is in 

consciousness that the capacity for autobiogtaphy and for 

organizing memory and ideas resides - together they form a 
concept of a unique self. Further, Harré and Dennett contend 

that the public and private self are fictional 

constructions. The concept of public identity permits our 

social/professional selves to interact in the larger 

community, while personal identity gives coherence to Our 

lives by creating a mnemonic narrative. This "narrative of 

selfhood" allows not only for self-representation, but also 

permits the community to respond to and assist us in the 

creation of the narrative."' The dialogical interaction of 

public, private and the subject illuminates Clark's 

articulation of identity in her self-portraits. 

In Self-Portrait (fig.41, Clark's face is framed by her 

cupped hand and cocked hat in a coquettish gesture which 

reveals the purposiveness of the act of self-fashioning. In 

this way, the personal and the social are conflated into a 

coherent whole for public consumption. Unlike the picture of 

isolation evoked by Newton's Self-Portrait (fig.l), Clark's 

gaze and aspect confront the viewer directly. In a less 



forma1 study entitled Self-Portrait (c.1929-1930, Collection 

of Artist's Family, fig.5), she further demonstrates the 

degree to which the act of self-portrayal is related to the 

construction of identity for the public. On the image 

itself, Clark wrote: 

ce n'est pas a portrait of the artist done by 'the 
artist' mais on petit croquis a peine touche avec 
couleur je veus l'envoie - car il me ressemble pas 
mal .... Je suis si difficile a dessiner - autant 
qu'y photographier - mes traits sont tous a la 
limite entre beauté et laideur ...( sic), 

While the self-portrait satisfies the artist's demand for 

likeness, the study's informality and her unhappiness with 

her own features prompt her to reject the image as a true 

depiction of self. Thus, Clark's disavowal of the portrait 

is related to an ideal conception of self as a feminine 

subject, and to her artistic standards. The image is not a 

true "portrait of 'the artist' done by the artist" because 

she was not able to demonstrate her command of portraiture. 

The rejection of the image's "truth" suggests not only her 

exacting aesthetic standards, but also indicates that she is 

engaged in a conscious act of self-portrayal.15' The verbal 

text becomes an essential component of the spectator's 

evaluation of Clark's identity. 

In ber Self-Portrait (fig.5), Clark emphasized her 

isolation by restricting temporal and corporeal references. 

The temporal becomes the pivot upon which to distinguish 
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public and private identity; social identity is articulated 

as a "unity over timefff while private self is explained as a 

"unity at a time.'t1s2 This distinction between private and 

public identity can be further understood as a unity of 

consciousness and a unity of consciousness combined with 

action, respectively.lS3 Divorced from the sphere of 

action, the face presents little of the unity of 

consciousness "over time." While the self-portrait's verbal 

and visual texts improve the viewer's understanding of the 

subject's identity, the image fails to conform to the 

artist's private conception of self ("unity of consciousness 

at a tirne"), so inextricably bound to the role of artist is 

her sense of self. 

Clark intuited the dialogical process between self and 

community in a striking interpretation of identity 

originally entitled M~self.'~~ In this more forma1 self- 

portrait, Clark made no overt reference to ber career. The 

title, however, signalled her reconciliation of the extremes 

of beauty and ugliness that, for her, marred the production 

of the earlier work. Her satisfaction with the resolution of 

the portrait suggests the degree to which she considered her 

public persona as artist crucial to the understanding of her 

essence. This gives credence to D e ~ e t t ' s  theory that both 

public and private self are accessible to public 

consumption, and that self and identity are arbitrary 
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constructions which organize rnemories and experience into a 

coherent whole to permit movement in the social realm. 

Conversely, public and private identity are understood 

through one's engagement with community; it is not possible 

to conceive or to describe self outside the sphere of 

action. Thus, a sense of identity is achieved in a 

dialogical process between self and community. 

The self-portraits by Newton and Clark can be 

understood as indices of the dialogical relationship of self 

and community in another important respect: the genre is 

essential to the artists' sense of social identity. In their 

decision to offer their self-portrayals to the public, they 

have re-presented themselves to the community and thus 

initiate the dialogical process. As long as an audience 

continues to consider the images, the dialogical process 

persists because the viewer brings a subjectivity to her/his 

reading of the portraits. The artists' social ease is 

apparent, as they both embrace a kind of elegance that 

eschews any hint of bohemianism. In this way, the self- 

portraits displace the notion of the artists as isolated 

eccentrics. 

The capacity of self-portraiture to function as an 

effective political tool is limited if it represents merely 

individuals with a serious commitment to social change. 

Clark's understanding of the artist's role in society 



explains her seemingly paradoxical coxmnitment to both 

depictions of the individual and to social commentary. This 

paradox suggests the liminality of her position; the self- 

consciousness implicit in the production of the self- 

portrait demonstrates that the subject is placing herself in 

opposition to societal structure. This is achieved by 

contextualizing the self (a figure of movement) within a 

community framework that is essentially fixed. In this 

manner, the liminal figure assumes a pivotal role in the 

"maintenance of a stable but oscillating society, one that 

moves from presently defined social structure, through 

contained liminal experiences, to renewed and renovated 

social In a statement made in 1944, Clark 

explains the artistfs social obligation and her relation to 

this regenerative process: 

A n  artistfs eyes become expert in seeing things - 
which other people do not, in the same manner, as 
they would not hear the elements of music in the 
sounds of life around, as musicians would; it is 
like reading the blue print of a machine by an 
expert; like seeing a plan of construction by an 
architect . lS6  

Clark describes the artist as a visionary, a seer, w h o  is 

entrusted with the responsibility to interpret the world of 

experience. This role necessarily separates the artist from 

the rest of the community, since it is the nature of the 

visionary to present conclusions unilaterally. The eye of 

the artist (that is, vision) is granted a political and 



epistemological primacy that argues for her function as a 

liminal mediator within the culture at large. In Clark's 

case, the notion of artist as visionary is compromised by 

the depth of her cornmitment to Marxist values. 

If we return to the self-portraits, we can consider 

their subtlety as political interventions. A s  commodities 

self-portraits have a commemorative status which endows them 

with a public, honorific quality. The portrayal of the 

artist's position in society not only asks viewers to ponder 

the self-portrait as an art object, but also prompts them to 

consider the social potential of the artistic process. The 

self-portrait stands as an artifact of the artist's vocation 

as visionary; as a result, the public can interrogate and 

interpret the artists' function in society. The dialogical 

relation of artist to community continues as the work of art 

offers an interpretation of the socio-political environment 

to individuals in society, who in turn complete the work 

through interpretation and analysis. The self-portrait is 

thus presented as a powerful form of communication of social 

and political consequence. 

The social possibilities of portraiture were not 

explored by the visual arts community with any depth, 

however. The suspicion of ideology which attended the 

dilution of several art societies in the 1930s precluded any 

coherent investigation of portraiture as a tool for social 



change. By the 1950s, abstraction had displaced landscape 

and portraiture. Canadian artists became more interested in 

international movements which challenged aesthetic, formal, 

and technical conventions, and privileged the exploration of 

a highly individualized mode of expression. Portraiture, 

then, occupied the gap between the Group of Seven's 

nationalism and the abstraction of the 1950s. Although 

landscape persisted as a prominent motif in Canadian art in 

the interwar period, depictions of the human subject also 

held a significant position during the interwar period. The 

liminal spirit of this moment in Canadian art received its 

strongest acknowledgment at the Kingston Conference, when 

the participants shed the constraints of ideological 

division to develop more dynamic and productive 

relationships. Furthermore, as part of the larger social 

and political milieu, portraiture formulated a myriad of 

alternative images of Canadian identity. 

The movement toward abstraction had very different 

professional implications for Newton and Clark. In the post- 

World War 11 period, Newton enjoyed a productive, high- 

profile career as a portrait painter.15' Since her politics 

remained unobtrusively conservative, she continued to 

receive a variety of lucrative cornmissions. With the fading 

influence of art societies, Newton maintained ties to the 

art community in her friendships with such luminaries as 



André Biéler."" Clark and Smith, however, had dif f iculty 

producing art after the advent of abstraction- In a letter 

to Marius Barbeau in 1945, Smith expressed her growing sense 

of isolation f r o m  a public who no longer seemed to 

appreciate her work. She felt that her painting was steadily 

improving but r e m a r k e d  that "fewer and fewer people like my 

work" and in a qualified way related this to her gender when 

she stated: 

Itfs awful to be a woman painter. You have to be 75, 
nearly in the grave and paralysed like what's her name 
out west before any s~ecific attention is paid you .... 
I'm only kidding of course. It would be childish to get 
worked up at a state of affairs that is traditional for 
both sexes in this métier, (sic). 159 

biearly thirty years later, Smith spoke of the pressure she 

felt to conform to the new currents in art: 

1 have never really been interested in abstract, 
although 1 did feel that what 1 was doing was 
inadequate, and everybody told me that 1 wasn't a 
contemporary and that 1 should really break away from 
what I was doing, and 1 did try. In fact for about two 
years 1 really tsied to paint in that fashion, but it 
just wasnlt me. It just wasn't iny~elf.'~' 

Similarly, by the 1950s, Clark had virtually given up 

portraiture, turning instead to landscape, çtill-life, and 

abstraction"' in her frustration at being excluded from 

the contemporary art scene. Unlike Smith, Clark was f i r m  in 

her conviction that gender played an important role in 

determining the success of the artist. Her commitment to the 

avant-garde forced her to take up contemporary forms of 
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expression. The access she had previously enjoyed had been 

cut off, as a male-dominated avant-garde began to s t i f l e  her 

ability to paint works for public view: "painting is not a 

woman's job - if 1 were a man 1 could be hard-hearted, 

s e l f i s h ,  and paint modern art. But I'm not and 1 ~an't."'~~ 

Clark's disappointment with the direction of the Canadian 

art scene reflects the isolation she experienced after the 

s h i f t  t o  abstraction. N o  longer a b l e  to communicate in her 

own voice, Clark was excluded by t h e  very community she 

wished t o  serve. 



3. RECONSTRUCTING SOCIAL ROLES: THE PORTRAIT AS A LIMINAL 
SPACE 

The subject of this chapter is the elision of public 

and private identity in the portraits of women artists 

during the interwar period, In this chapter, public and 

private will refer to the professional and domestic spheres, 

respectively, 1 will argue that the construction of identity 

within the portrait image mimics the formulation of the 

human subject as social being, 1 will focus on the issue of 

identity by 1) emphasizing the structuring of artists' 

social identities, and 2) examining how this structuring of 

identity is manifested in the artists' use of societal codes 

to construct images of feminine and masculine identity in 

the accepted norms of the period. Therefore, this chapter 

will focus on the construction of the portrait subject. The 

public/private schema developed and applied by feminist 

anthropologists and social critics to consider women's 

position in society will provide the framework for a 

theoretical approach to study the ways in which women 

artists used portraiture as a means of gaining access to the 

public sphere, and the marner in which the domestic and 

public spheres were represented, 

Tne discussion in this chapter will therefore 

focus on portraits by Lilias Torrance Newton, Paraskeva 
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Clark, and Prudence Heward to demonstrate how these 

women negotiated the boundaries between the public and 

private in their art, with very different artistic and 

personal implications for each. With these implications 

in mind, 1 will consider the extent to which these 

artists' exploitation of the social border found at the 

intersection of public and private provided them access 

to the historically male-dominated public arenas of 

politics, cornmerce and the professions. The social 

realm, by contrast, was shared by both men and women; 

it provided women with a public venue for self- 

expression, while for men the social sphere was an 

extension of their private experience. The inscription 

of feminine experience into the portrait genre reveals 

that the persona1 is indeed political because, as the 

embodiment of the feminine imagination, the portrait 

was able to become part of the social sphere, and 

thereby provided women with a point of entry into the 

public domain. 

The politicization of the portrait as a 

representation of self will emerge as the issue with 

which 1 will argue that the genre is a potentially 

liminal space. The portrait becomes a site of 

resistance between the subject's public, social and 

private identities. Liminality offers the possibility 
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confront each 

but as "human 
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communitas, "a state in which persons 

other not as players of persona roles, 

totals," as "integral beings who 

recognizably share the same humanity . ""' The standard 
notions of the gendered subject are disrupted by the 

creation of a liminal field in a number of the 

portraits to be discussed in this chapter. Liminality 

problematizes the schematic representation of gendered 

subjects - the old codes remain, but they are placed in 
a field of tension with new subject positions. The 

portraits suggest that the social was viewed as a 

liminal space in which the negotiation of old and new 

was conducted. In this manner, the creation of a 

liminal space or gap permits the introduction of 

feminine experience into the public sphere. 

3.i LILIAS TORRANCE NEWTON: COMMISSIONS AND 
COLLABORATION 

For Lilias Torrance Newton access to the 

professional public sphere was not only a matter of 

persona1 ambition, but also of econornic necessity. 

Following her divorce in 1933, Newton depended entirely 

on portraiture for economic self-sufficiency. 

Fortunately for Newton the economic crisis which 

affected most sectors of society during the 1930s did 

not diminish the demand for officia1 portraiture. In 



fact, the Depression provided portraitists with a 

better livelihood because of a scarcity of artists 

available to satisfy institutional and corporate needs 

1 6 4  for honorific works. Her officia1 commissions 

included such members of the elite as cabinet 

ministers, University deans and professors, military 

officers, scientists, and socialites, as well as Queen 

Elizabeth and Prince Philip. In keeping with the 

honorific intent of such portraits, these works tended 

to emphasize professional or otherwise public 

accomplishments, rather than their characters. While 

conventions of officia1 portraiture imposed forma1 and 

interpretive restrictions on the portraitist, many of 

Newton's commissioned works demonstrate her sense of 

colour, form, and compositional structure, as well as 

her ability to discern the less obvious aspects of her 

sitters' characters. Newton refused commissions which 

demanded that she compromise her aesthetic vision. In 

fact, she permitted no interference from the subject's 

family or friends. She did, however, privilege the 

sitter's own expectations. Newton states: that "a 

portrait ought to please the subject - it's his face! 

.... It's a matter for the two of us, and if it's a 
failure we both know it. We rarely di~agree.'"~' This 

compatibility of vision not only signals Newton's 
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ability to select sympathetic subjects, but also her 

diligent efforts to draw sitters out through 

conversation. She talked to her subjects "al1 the tirne" 

and felt it a natural outgrowth of "working on 

something t~gether."'~~ Recognizing the importance of 

this spirit of cooperation is essential to 

understanding Newton's aesthetic. She felt that "people 

half paint their own  portrait^,"'^' explaining that 

the "impact of the sitter's personality on mine is what 

I paint. There must be sympathy between the subject and 

the artist for the portrait to be g~od.'~'~' Thus 

Newton's aesthetic depended significantly on a 

collaborative and dynamic relationship between artist 

and sitter. 

3.ia THE SELF-CONSTRUCTING SUBJECT: PORTRAIT OF BRIC 
BROWN 

Let us look at how Newton's collaboration 

manifests itself in Portrait of Eric Brown (c.1933, 

NGC, fig.7). The sympathy between artist and subject is 

revealed in the persona1 nature of Newton's portrayal 

of Eric Brown who, as Director of the National Gallery 

of Canada during the turbulent years 1913-39,169 

supported her work.17' Newton described Brown as a 

"very courageous" and "wonderful person."'" Although 

Brown's courage is not depicted with readily 



identifiable attributes of bravery, his casual pose 

suggests the ease of a man confident in his role as 

public servant. Similarly, his visual sensibility and 

determination are represented in his unflinchingly 

piercing gaze. Newton discerned these persona1 

attributes through her identification or sympathy with 

the subject , 

The placement of the figure in an interior 

setting, and the subject's deliberate casualness help 

construct what art historian Dorothy Farr has described 

as Brown' s " rumpled, scholarly image. ""' 

Interestingly, the portrait revealed fewer details of 

the subject's public life than it did about how the 

sitter wished to be represented. Eric Brown was not an 

academic, yet he projected the image of the "rumpled" 

intellectual. Indeed, the collaborative relationship 

between artist and sitter was informed by a mutual and 

tacit understanding of societal codes which make such 

representations of identity comprehensible to an 

audience, A s  Richard Brilliant suggests: 

Social roles, however enacted, are like masks 
or disguises, carefully assumed by 
individuals in order to locate themselves in 
a society conditioned to recognize and 
identify these forms of representation in 
practice and in art .17' 

Brilliantts insight regarding the construction of self 



in life and art is particularly relevant to a 

discussion of Newton's portraits because of the 

artist's respect for her subject's self-image. Brown's 

portrait reflects h i s  self-conception as a public 

figure and private individual. His desire to be 

portrayed inforrnally in an intimate setting seems to 

blur the boundary between his public and private lives. 

Unlike most officially commissioned works, professional 

status recedes to the background of this image, which, 

in spite of either overt or covert references to public 

life, draws attention to the subject's character. 

Despite the benefit of university credentials, Brown 

was nevertheless instrumental in the development and 

the reception of the visual arts in Canada. The 

awkwardly informal pose and casual sweater are more 

evocative of his erstwhile identity as a country 

gentleman than of the contemplative life of the 

scholar."' To use Brilliant's term, Brown's self- 

conceptualization as social being depends upon a 

disguise. 

3.ib ARTIST AS PORTRAIT SUBJECT 

While the relationship of portraitist to sitter 

was sometimes preceded by friendship, Newton preferred 

to paint strangers: "With friends, 1 find 1 know too 

much about them, and this makes my choice of pose and 



expression more ~omplicated."'~~ Despite her 

restrictions, Newton's portraits of contemporaries and 

friends are amongst her strongest works. It is more 

plausible that she felt intimidated by her artist peers 

whose expectations would have included a demand for 

likeness or symbols O£ public achievement, and a 

conformity to certain aesthetic considerations. Not 

surprisingly, Newton's reservations were not shated by 

the painters A.Y. Jackson (1882-1974) and Lawren Harris 

(1885-1970), who were familias with her work, and 

demonstrated their confidence in her abilities by 

posing for her .lT6 Harris further af f irmed Newton's 

ski11 when he later responded to requests for 

photographs of himself by offering reproductions of 

Portrait of Lawren Harris (c.1939, NGC, fig.8).17' 

Jackson collaborated more fully with Newton than most 

of her subjects by painting the background landscape of 

Portrait of A.Y. Jackson (1936, NGC, fig.9) himself, 

using one of his studies owned by Newton.'" Harris' 

and Jackson's actions clearly demonstrate Newton's 

conviction that "people half paint their own 

portraits." mile Newton's insightful character studies 

build upon her knowledge of her friends and peers, the 

portraits of Harris and Jackson, like that of Eric 

Brown, are equally dedicated to the public self the 



sitter wished to project. 

In Portrait of Lawren Harris (fig.8), the 

subject's composure suggests a man confident in the 

security of his social position. Born into the fortunes 

of the Massey-Harris fir~n"~, and to parents who 

recognized and supported his artistic ambitions180, 

Harris enjoyed a financial independence unusual for 

most artists. Well-groomed and crisply elegant, Harris 

seems at ease in the traditional attire of the well 

turned-out male, and the truncated view of the sitter 

draws attention to the face. Harris was a committed 

student of theosophyrl" and in his furrowed brow, and 

sad, introspective eyes the viewer is made aware of the 

man's spiritual and contemplative nature. His gaze, 

like Eric Brown's, is directed at the viewer, but this 

time we are not challenged; instead, we are permitted 

to observe the subject engage in a private moment of 

self-revelation. 

Jackson's (fig.9) expression of concentrated 

determination contrasts with Harris' quiet 

thoughtfulness, and the ambiguity of the space with 

sharply angled and indistinct objects, disrupts the 

traditional relationship of spectator to s~bject.'~~ 

The unsettling composition of the Portrait of A.Y. 

Jackson underscores the intensity of the subject's 
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gaze, giving the image an immediacy which contrasts 

with Harris' apparent serenity. A sense of intimacy is 

established between the viewer and Jackson, whose 

expression and steady gaze suggest that he may himself 

be caught in a private moment of portrayal. In 

deference to her mentor, Newton yields the completion 

of the background landscape to him. It stands in 

metonymic relation to his public role as Canada's 

foremost landscape artist. This representation of a 

self which exists on the border of private and public 

spheres signals a liminality, a "sense of crossing and 

re-crossing  border^."'^' Symbolically, the boundary 

between public and private is elided as Jackson is 

situated on the liminal border of two pictorial spaces; 

the persona1 portrait that dominates the foreground is 

countervailed by Jackson's execution of the background 

landscape. This liminality is also apparent in visual 

terms. The ambiguity of the pictorial space draws 

attention to the portrait as a painting, and challenges 

the viewer to consider simultaneously A.Y. Jackson as 

an independent subject and as a painted object. 

3.ic FASHIONING THE SUBJECT: PORTRAIT OF MRS. GILLSON 

Newton was aware of the ways in which her portrait 

subjects represented themselves to the spectator. She 

was especially attracted to the social "masks and 



disguises" women deliberately assumed to position 

themselves in the social sphere. The Portrait of Mrs. 

Gillson or Lady in Black, (c.1936, MMFA, fig.10) is an 

example of how the artist and subject collaborated to 

portray aspects of feminine identity and an instructive 

contrast to the portraits of men examined thus far. 

Newton preferred women subjects because "their 

characters appear more definite, even though they are 

more subtle. There is more colour to work with, and 1 

feel 1 can paint a more imaginative portrait of a 

woman,  because of her clothes, through which she 

expresses herself . 1110' Newton1 s recognition that 

fashion is an important means of self-construction 

anticipates feminist Angela Partington's assertion 

that : 

Women take pleasure, they are not given it 
... women's use of "fashion," for example, to 
structure their tastes, r u s  counter to the 
individual/universal dualism of patriarchal 
discourses, creating identifications and 
difference at the same time. The tension 
between the conditions of existence and these 
dominated pleasures is a constant threat to 
hegemony . las 

While some argue that fashion forces women to conform 

to an irnposed gendered ideal, Partington asserts that 

women use fashion to express both their shared 

experience and their individuality, thereby resisting 

the hegemony of the male gaze and systems of 



patriarchal power. Feminist theorist Michelle 2 .  

Rosaldots assertion that womenfs status in society is 

"not in any direct sense a product of the things she 

does . - .  but of the meanings her activities acquire 
through concrete social interactionff1" amplifies 

Partingtonts argument by suggesting that womenfs 

activities cannot be divorced from the larger social 

context which gives them meaning. Fashion and other 

culturally defined attributes of femininity are not, in 

and of themselves, demeaning to women. They only become 

oppressive when associated with activities or behaviour 

considered distinct from, and inferior to, the 

masculine ideal. 

If we consider the Portrait of Mrs. Gillson, we 

see that Newton emphasized the subjectfs evening gown 

by repeating the forms and colour found in the dress in 

the background- Contrasted with the images of men 

discussed thus far, the full-length representation of 

Mrs- Gillson provided more information about its 

subject. Newton captured the elegance, pose, and 

attire of the subject, and thus acknowledged the 

significance of dress to this woman's sense of social 

identity. 

3.id MASCULINE IDKNTITY AND THE SOCIAL SPHERE 

Newton believed that men were more "stexeotyped" 



than women, explaining that the men she painted "wanted 

portraits for Company boardrooms, for universities, and 

for the House of Commons, in traditional poses."'" As 

noted earlier, the portraits of Eric Brown, Lawren 

Harris, and A.Y. Jackson, demonstrated the way in which 

the social sphere was differentiated for men because, 

setting aside their informality and emphases on 

character, they evoked the subjects' public 

professional identities. Carole Pateman describes the 

divisions that characterize the masculine sphere: 

The separation between private and public is 
thus re-established as a division within 
civil society itself, within the world of 
men. The separation is then expressed in a 
number of different ways, not only private 
and public but also, for example, "society" 
and "state"; or "economy" and "politics"; or 
"f reedom" and "coercion" ; or "social" and 
"politicaltl .la' 

For men the public sphere is not monolithic or 

egalitarian. In the social sphere they participate in 

"private" activities but retain indices of public 

identity because the male: 

is seen in abstraction from bis ascribed familial 
relations and those with his fellow men. He is a 
"private" individual, but he needs a sphere in 
which he c m  exercise his rights and 
opportunities, pursue his (private) interests and 
protect and increase his (private) property. 189 

Tbus tne male is viewed as an autonomous individual 

belonging to the public sphere, but needing to express 



74 

his "individuality" in the civil or social setting. 

This individuality is usually understood in terms of 

the male's achievements in the public sphere. 

Eric Brown, for example, "wears" his achievements 

in his confidently "thrown-on" jacket and tie; the 

directness of his gaze combined with his self- 

consciously informa1 pose serve to construct his 

professional identity. Similarly, Lawren Harris and 

A.Y. Jackson might be s a i d  to assume the poses of those 

confident in the knowledge of their secure position 

within the artistic community. For Harris this 

confidence suggests the economic and social stability 

associated with belonging to one of the most prosperous 

manufacturing families in the country. Undoubtedly the 

tenacity and strength of character needed by artists to 

forge a public reputation and achieve econornic 

independence in an insecure profession is revealed in 

Jackson's determined expression, and the background 

landscape bears his unmistakable style thereby 

underscoring his public role as artist. Given Lilias 

Torrance Newton's comrnitment to the collaborative 

process, these images must be understood as 

representations of the subjects' public aspirations and 

as reflections of artistic vision. These portraits 

represent men in private moments of reflection but 



evoke their public life. 

3. ie FEMININE IDKNTITY AND THE SOCIAL SPHERE 

Apart from the minority of employed women, the 

social sphere has been the only avenue into the public 

arena for most women. For those who remained at home in 

the 1930s and 1940s to raise children and care for 

their husbands, social interaction provided one of the 

few opportunities to engage with the outside w~rld.'~~ 

Women who worked exclusively in the home could only 

gain access ta the public sphere through the social 

sphere. Depending on the social and economic situation 

of the family, young women were introduced into 

society during their teen years. This further 

demonstrates some of the ways in which women were 

dependent on others to gain access to the public 

domain. 

In Portrait of Mrs. Gillson such aspects of 

private identity as persona1 aesthetic are expressed 

through the subjects' choice of dress; nevertheless, 

these indices of individuality derive meaning from, and 

i n ,  the larger social context. Mrs. Gillson's personal 

grace, poise and refinement emerge as exemplary 

qualities of her social rank. For her, a public face 

was constructed, like many women of the period, in the 

social. 



76 

Newton recognized the importance of fashion to 

women's self-definition, and thus tacitly acknowledged 

that men and women are differently located in the 

public and private spheres. The portraits themselves 

reveal that men and women's experiences of the private 

contrast sharply. The subjects of Eric Brown, Lawren 

Harris, and A.Y. Jackson register their awareness of 

the viewer by assuming poses of an obviously self- 

conscious nature. Eric Brown's casualness is belied by 

the difficulty of maintaining a pose for an extended 

period of time. Similarly Lawren Barris' rigid posture 

seems more appropriate to forma1 rather than informa1 

portraiture. Brown and Jackson seem especially 

reticent, even hostile to the viewer's gaze: the former 

glares while the latter scowls. These men seem il1 a t  

ease in their roles as passive subjects. Conversely, 

Mrs Gillson appears more cornfortable in her private 

setting. In light of Newton's cooperative approach to 

portraiture, Mrs. Gillsonts averted face is not a 

reflection of her quiescence before an objectifying 

gaze which renders her passive. Ig1 Instead, the 

portrait functions as a site for the inscription of 

feminine identity as interpreted by artist and subject 

in a collaborative process. 

Newton's own public persona helped her to become a 



77 

portraitist. More than one newspaper article reveals 

that she was well-accepted by her social group of peers 

and contemporaries. Art critic Pearl McCarthy, who met 

Newton in  ontr réal,'^' described her as "urbane, 

intelligent, cosmopolitan, slim with auburn hair . "19' 
Other reviewers seemed relieved that she did not 

exhibit any "of the smart sophistication which the 

world calls ~ohemian."'~' One critic qualified his 

praise with a small reservation: "the only note of 

unorthodoxy in her grey tweed suit ensemble was a long 

speckled feather which spiralled from her green 

hat."lg5 Another reviewer paid Newton an interesting 

compliment: the "art i s t  draws with a firm masculine 

hand for the most part." When Newton deviated from "her 

severe, rugged, masculine stylew she did so in a 

feminine and "elusive manner appropriate to her female 

subject~.'~'~~ Clients seemed equally taken with Newton 

as attested by Dorothea Fyfe's effusion: "You fit so 

beautifully (and ornamentally!) into so many circles- 1 

feel truly sorry that having found you we (in a sense) 

lose you. f1L97 F y f e  s comment demonstrates the degree 

to which Newton's social presence helped her gain 

acceptance in her public role as artist. She, like her 

female clients, mediated the gap between the  public and 

private arena through the social sphere. Interestingly, 



Newton's access to the public domain of the 

professional artist was dependent on traditional 

concepts of a flmasculinew painting style and "ferninine" 

fashion and social acumen. 

3 A i  PARASKEVA CLARK: PORTRAITS OF INTIMACY 

Paraskeva Clark was not dependent on portraiture 

for her livelihood; therefore, unlike Newton, her 

stylish fashion sense had little to do with her success 

as an artist. There were also fewer restrictions 

regarding her choice in subject matter, and she worked 

in a number of genres. From 1931, after her marriage, 

she benefited from an economic freedom not shared by 

many artists. Clark complained in later years of the 

practical difficulties associated with the production 

of portraiture; however, she was not compelled to 

"collaborate" with her sitters. In spite of the 

domestic responsibilities which limited her production, 

she was freer to use her subjects to explore a persona1 

aesthetic. 

3 A i a  THE GAZB IN A LIMINAL SPACE: PORTRAIT OF PHILIP 

In her portrait of her husband Philip (1933, 

Collection of the Artist's Famiiy, fig.ll), Clark 

reveals aspects of her persona1 life while constructing 

an image of masculine identity as did Newton in 

Portrait of Eric Brown. Like Brown, Philip Clark's 



attire - suit, tie, and vest - signal his public 
professional identity. Although his occupation as 

chartered accountant is not discernible, his quiet 

composure suggests a man confident in his public 

success. The viewer is offered architectural and 

decorative details which place Clark in a well- 

delineated home environment. The repetition of parallel 

and perpendicular lines, and the square canvas create a 

stable domestic scene. Brown's setting, while clearly 

an interior space, is less defined; the sitter's 

proximity and gaze situate the viewer uncomfortably in 

the same space. 

Griselda Pollock has described the compression of 

space and its effect on the viewer in her analysis of 

the paintings of Berthe Morisot (1841-1895) and Mary 

Cassatt  (1845-1926): 

One of the major means by which femininity is 
thus reworked is by the rearticulation of 
traditional space so that it ceases to 
function primarily as the space of sight for 
a mastering gaze, but becomes the locus of 
relationships. The gaze that is fixed on the 
represented figure is that of equal and like 
and this is inscribed into the painting by 
that particular proximity which 1 suggested 
characterized the work. There is little 
extraneous space to distract the viewer from 
the inter-subjective encounter or to reduce 
the figures to objectified staffage, or to 
make them the objects of a voyeuristic gaze. 
The eye is not given its solitary freedom. 
The women depicted function as subjects of 
their own looking or their [own] activity, 



within highly specified locations of which 
the viewer becomes a part. 198 

Pollock contends that the immediacy of works which 

eliminate extraneous space forces the spectator to 

assume a less voyeuristic position towards the portrait 

subject. She relates this concept of space to the 

difference in men and women's different experiences of 

the public and private spheres. Pollock's observations 

enable me to analyze the viewer's position in relation 

to the portraits of Eric Brown and Philip Clark. Clark, 

who looks unthreateningly and distractedly beyond the 

viewer, is situated below the spectator's line of 

vision, while the unsettling tenacity of Brown's 

challenging gaze is accentuated by Newton's placement 

of Brown at eye level. The spectator is far more 

implicated in the portrait of Eric Brown because of the 

more dramatic compression of space. However, both 

portraits derive power by demanding that the spectator 

assume the artist's attitude to the sitter. The 

intensity of the viewerrs encounter with Eric Brown is 

perhaps reflective of Newton's esteem for her subject. 

Newton's acquaintanceship with Brown was cordial,'99 

but professional; on the other hand, Clark's portrayal 

of her husband was informed by the intimacy of marriage 

and was not only a representation of Philip Clark the 



man, but also of conjugal stability. The portrait of 

Clark was executed several years into their marriage, 

and a few months before the birth of their son in June, 

1933. Without speculating on the nature of the Clark's 

marriage, one can Say that their intimacy was a 

constitutive element of the work. By depicting the site 

of their shared experience in the domestic sphere, the 

portrait represents a place where the Clarks' 

relationship found its most private expression. 

This stability notwithstanding, the treatment of 

pictorial space in Portrait of Philip disrupts the 

spectator's received notions of engagement with real 

space. The pictorial space emerges as a liminal site of 

struggle between the public and private spheres. The 

sense of dislocation and discomfiture experienced by 

the viewer is evoked by the sharp downward angularity 

of not only the composition, but also of the position 

of the subject. The viewer is given the impression that 

were it not for the anchoring position of Clark's foot, 

he might very well slide out of the composition. The 

subject's effort to maintain equilibrium is an index of 

a necessary effect of liminality, which, as a locus of 

ambiguity, separates the person from her/his social 

personaeZo0 The liminality of this image emerges from 

the placement of the publically defined male in the 
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traditionally female domestic sphere. The portrait of 

Philip Clark therefore reminds us of how the social 

realm is differentiated for men and women. As in the 

portraits of Eric Brown and Lawren Harris, Philip Clark 

is removed from the public sphere of action but his 

presentation evokes his public identity because he is 

seen wearing attire suitable to his profession. Thus 

the unsettledness evoked by the portrait arises from 

Philip's attempt to maintain his non-lirninal status in 

a liminal space. 

3.iib PORTRAIT SUBJECT AS SELF-IDBNTIFICATION: PORTRAIT 
OF NAOMI YANOVA 

In Portrait of Naomi Yanova (1934, Private 

Collection, fig.12) the subject stands in closer 

proximity to the viewer, face to face at eye level, 

creating an image of greater imediacy than the 

portrait of Philip Clark. Using the terms of reference 

established by Griselda Pollock, Naomi Yanova has 

claimed her subject position in relation to the viewer. 

While she is situated in the private interior space of 

what is probably the home, objects and architectural 

elements are cut off by the pictorial frame creating a 

sense of dislocation for the viewer, which opens up new 

possibilities for her/his relationship to the pictorial 

space. Pollock's analysis of Cassatt's compositions 



might well be applied to Clark's portrait of her 

friend, Naomi Yanova: 

In the case of Mary Cassatt 1 would now want 
to draw attention to the disarticulation of 
the conventions of geometric perspective 
which had normally governed the 
representation of space in European painting 
since the fifteenth century. Since its 
development in the fifteenth century, this 
mathematically calculated system of 
projection had aided painters in the 
representation of a three-dimensional world 
on a two-dimensional surface by organizing 
objects in relation to each other to produce 
a notional and singular position from which 
the scene is intelligible ... It is possible 
to represent space by other conventions. 
Instead of pictorial space functioning as a 
notional box into which objects are placed in 
a rational and abstract relationship, space 
is represented according to the way it is 
experienced by a combination of touch, 
texture, as well as sight. Thus objects are 
patterned according to subjective hierarchies 
of value for the producer. Phenomenological 
space is not orchestrated for sight alone but 
by means of visual cues refers to other 
sensations and relations of bodies and 
objects in a lived world. As experiential 
space this kind of representation becomes 
susceptible to different ideological, 
historical as well as purely contingent, 
sub j ective inf lections . 'O1 

Pollock's theory regarding Cassatt's arrangement of 

objects within pictorial space has implications with 

respect to Clark's portrait of Yanova because it 

provides the means for interpreting the relationships 

amongst artist, sitter, phenomenological space, and 

gender , 

As in the Portrait of Philip, Naomi Yanova 
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establishes a close relationship between the subject 

and the viewer, and, as in the former work, reveals 

Clark's identification with her sitter. The 

distinctions between the portraits reveal differences 

in Clark's relationship to, and understanding of, her 

subjects. The portrait of Philip Clark, in its 

delineation of private space, uses the geometry of 

architectural detail (floor, window, walls, and 

mouldings) common to most interiors. This structure 

emphasizes the rigidity of geometric shapes which 

construct the figure, and suggests traditional markings 

of rationality and masculinity. By contrast, 

traditional symbols of femininity abound in the 

portrait of Naomi Yanova: the dress, flowers, and 

truncated view of living room furniture provide the 

only visual cues necessary to the evocation of the 

phenomenological spaces associated with the feminimized 

domestic sphere. It was this sphere in which, as a w i f e  

and mother, Paraskeva Clark's own identity found 

expression. Furthermore, Clark's liberal use of colour 

and her attention to detail in Yanova's dress remind us 

of Newton's reasons for preferring women as portrait 

subjects. A consideration of Clark's stylish clothing 

in Self-Portrait (fig.6), discussed in the previous 

chapter, encourages further speculation that Clark 
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shared Newton's views regarding women's use of fashion 

as a means of self-expression- Clark's preference for 

the smart elegance of basic black oves the grey tweed 

suits favoured by ~ewton"~ reveals her attraction to 

the Paris chic of such "modern" designers as Coco 

Chanel, and demonstrates Partington's contention that 

women use fashion to express both their shared 

experience and their individuality. While Clark's 

portrait of her husband represents an intimate aspect 

of her private identity, her depiction of Yanova is 

equally indicative of her gendered experience of the 

private sphere. 

Notably, Clark's portrait of her friend Naomi 

~anova*'~ cornes closer to a commissioned portrait than 

any of her other works. Clark painted the portrait in 

partial repayment of a loan the ~daskins'" extended 

to the Clarks during the middle of the Depression. 

Evidently as a chartered accountant Philip Clark fared 

less well than did Newton as a commissioned 

portraitist. Still, the portrait must be considered a 

token of friendship. Unlike Newton's conunissions, 

Clark's success as an artist was not in any direct 

sense dependent upon strict adherence to social 

convention. One of the ways in which Clark expressed 

this freedom was to socialize with the more "bohemian" 



members of the artistic community and, after meeting 

Norman Bethune in 1936, to become more involved in 

leftist politics . 2 0 5  

3.iic CLOSING THE GAP: GENDER AND THE PORTRAITURg GENRE 

Clark had difficulty reconciling her private 

family life, social obligations, and her art. She 

resented the restrictions that a busy domestic and 

social life imposed on her artistic production which 

she articulated often in interviews: "There's just 

cooking, cooking, cooking, Loblaws [and] ~ominion."'~' 

Although Clark's choice of subject matter was based 

more exclusively on aesthetic considerations than 

Newton's commissioned work, Clark's resentment reveals 

the degree to which domestic obligations isolated many 

wornen artists and restricted their aesthetic 

production. Clark's profound sense of marginalization 

would also affect her choice of subject matter. During 

the late thirties and forties, Clark's strong 

commitment to humanist and socialist ideals was 

expressed in figurative works, but in the years which 

preceded the war, Clark abandoned portraiture. In a 

1960 interview, she claimed that the expense associated 

with hiring a mode1 was a determining factor.207 Other 

comments made in the same interview with Lawrence 

Sabbath, however, provide a more plausible reason for 



her rejection of the figure: 

Xn the thirties and forties art had a place, 
1 had a place and 1 was in al1 the shows - 
now it's painful. The new art goes into areas 
and discovers techniques but forgets 
painting, 1 am too old to invent or climb on 
someone else' s ba~k.~O" 

Clark's abandonment of portraiture was probably related 

to her sense of isolation from the 1950s Toronto avant- 

garde sensibility which privileged formal exploration 

over the sort of humanist or socialist content found in 

many of her figurative compositions. This sense of 

alienation was probably exacerbated by the rhetoric of 

egalitarianism which infected discussions of women's 

production during the 1960s.~~~ The interview with 

Sabbath offers a prime example of the discourse of 

"equality" which was common at the time. Sabbath felt 

it necessary to preface Clark's remarks regarding a 

number of issues, very few of which, within the context 

of the interview as a whole, were specifically related 

to gender issues: 

The democracy of the canvas has not attracted 
the best talents of women. On the few 
occasions when they have sought self- 
expression in the plastic arts a goodly 
portion of even these few have shared the 
expenditure of theix abilities with the 
requirements of marriage and household 
duties. The history of art, as a result, is a 
history of men. Women have not made any 
significant contributions because they have 
not applied their unrelenting attention, 
their serious desire to take advantage of 



this democracy, the ecrualitv that the canvas 
offers. [Emphasis added1210 

Critical reaction to women artists' production often 

trivialized the conflicting demands of their competing 

roles as wives, mothers, and al1 too often in last 

place, artist. Sabbath's preamble inadvertently 

supports Catherine MacKinnon's assertion that the 

rhetoric of liberal democracy blinds its proponents to 

the systems of power that manifest themselves in the 

private sphere. Sabbath and other critics of feninisrn 

believed (and still do) that women's only impediment in 

the public sphere is a lack of serious desire to make 

use of the great gender equalizer: the canvas. 

Sabbath's reasoning was that Clark and other women 

artists remain in the private sphere only by choice. 

Clark's comments can be contextualized within a 

broader art historical framework described by Dororthy 

Farr and Natalie Luckyj. Clark's sense of isolation 

from the mainstream marked the end of a particular kind 

of inclusion of women's production which was 

characteristic of the years which followed World War 1: 

Women artists during the 1920's began to play a 
more dominant and independent role in the artistic 
community. A change in the general artistic 
climate which saw the expansion of the Group of 
Seven into the Canadian Group of Painters in 1933 
did much to encourage women artists. Rn awakening 
in the subjects and styles outside the narrow 
range of the narrow Canadian landscape tradition 



permitted public acceptance of themes previously 
neglected. The gap between what formerly might 
have been termed "ferninine" and "masculinew 
subject-matter slowly narrowed with the emphasis 
in figurative and narrative themes. In particular, 
the success of women portrait painters during the 
1930's and 1940's reflects this change.211 

3.111 PRUDENCE BEVUID: WRTRMTIST OF INDBPENDENT MEANS 

Prudence Heward died before the opening claimed by 

portraiture began to close. As a result she, unlike 

Clark, was not hindered by the isolating on-coming 

dominance of abstraction. Her portraits revealed 

different aspects of feminine experience to audiences 

of the thirties and forties. 

Like Clark, Heward worked in a number of genres 

but she is remembered primarily for her portraits and 

nudes. Her portrayals of friends, family, a few models, 

and young nieces and nephews are striking in their 

psychological complexity. Regrettably, the paucity of 

primary resources available on Heward results in a 

critical reliance on the testimonials of others. It is 

therefore difficult to position her aesthetic in 

relation to that of either Newton or Clark's. According 

to A.Y. Jackson, Heward told a friend "that if she 

could not paint she did not want to li~e."~" This 

grave pronouncement suggests that painting provided 

Heward with more than mere enjoyment or financial gain; 

it was essential to her emotional well-being. As a 



woman of independent means, Heward was freer in her 

choice of subjects than the commissioned portraitist, 

and her body of work was thus a fuller articulation of 

her cornmitment to aesthetic exploration. 

3.iiia LIMINALITY AND THE MODERN üôHM: MRS. ZIMMERMAN 
AND FARMER'S DAUGHTBR 

Heward's Portrait of Mrs. Zimmerman (1943, NGC, 

fig.13) and Farmer's Daushter (1945, NGC, fig.14) offer 

two different examples of women's experience. The most 

obvious distinction between the two is that the 

former's subject is depicted in the private sphere, 

whereas the latter's sitter is situated in a rural 

setting outdoors. The backgrounds and the titles of the 

portraits therefore help position the subjects' social 

and cultural identities, and their experiences as 

gendered subjects. In contrast to the more 

aestheticized or idealized subjects of Newton's 

Portrait of Mrs. Gillson (fig.10) and Clark's Portrait 

of Naomi Yanova (fig.lS), which conformed at least to 

some degree to the contradictory image of the 1930's 

"new woman" which defined "female traitstt in terms of 

strength as well as Yemininity, domesticity, and 

dependence, ' t 2 1 3  Heward' s women seem more self - 
confident. In their independent strength, the subjects 

of Portrait of Mrs. Zimmerman (fig.13) and Farmer's 
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Dauqhter (fig.14) share the image of the modern woman 

of the 1940s who, with her entry into the armed forces, 

and the workfotce, enhanced earlier images of the 

emancipated woman."' While the lives of young women 

from remote areas were informed almost entirely by the 

demands of rural life during the 1930s, women in the 

city had a rather less restricted sphere of 

rno~ement.'~~ With the onset of World War II, many 

women gained a sense of independence by contributing to 

the war economy. 

If we compare Portrait of M r s .  Zimmerman and 

Farmer's Daushter, a useful link can be made between 

the compositions and their relation to liminality. 

James Hall tells us that liminality can be understood 

as a "midpoint of transition between two status 

positions within a fixed s~ciety.""~ Thus the 

portrait of Mrs. Zimmerman can be viewed as an exemplar 

of this transition in that the clarity and solidity of 

the figure is jwrtaposed against an amorphous interior 

space. The implication of such an ambivalent 

composition to liminality is that although the dominant 

culture of the interwar period found it expedient to 

foster the concept of the strong woman, the environment 

which would surround this new construction of 

femininity had yet to be negotiated. As a result, Mrs. 
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Zimmerman is captured at a moment of transition between 

two conceptions of femininity. This transition is 

signalled in the distorted arrangement of space around 

the figure. Despite her apparent stability and 

strength, Mrs. Zimmerman emerges as a liminal figure 

because the background of the  portrait serves t o  remind 

the viewer that her self-possession is not CO-extensive 

with her surroundings. 

Farmer's Dauahter also provides a interesting 

example of liminality because she, like Mrs. Zimmerman, 

is depicted at a transitional moment in her 

development. Liminality is often described as a kind of 

marginality, in which one can move ''from one milieu to 

another (usually rural to urban) . "*17 This shift is 

portrayed in Farmer's Dauahter, as her clothing, 

hairstyle, make-up, and manicure al1 suggest an 

increasingly urban mode of self-presentation. Rural 

women in the 1940s were granted greater autonomy as a 

result of the depletion of men in the agricultural and 

218 industrial workforce. The obviously rural 

background recedes as the figure asserts a newly- 

defined concept of the modern rural woman. Thus the 

backgrounds of both portraits suggest a s h i f t  in 

received notions of femininity. Although the subjects' 

surroundings offer some contextual information about 
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tbeir social status, the viewer is forced to 

acknowledge the subjective primacy of the figures over 

the settings which inform them. 

Finally, the dualism of private and public is 

disrupted by the subtle, complex interplay of social 

codes within the images themselves. The disruption of 

this binary serves to open up a political space that 

assists in recasting new possible subject positions for 

women, The portraits create a permeability of borders 

which not only challenges accepted gender roles, but 

also articulates the wide variety of social and public 

functions that were becoming available to women during 

the 1930s and 1940s. The interwar period is a liminal 

space in Canadian history because it forges an 

interstitial link between two clearly defined 

histotical moments. As a result, the emergence of this 

liminality is reflected in the portraits, in which the 

boundaries between private and public are blurred and 

interpenetrated by the social. The tension that exists 

within the portraits is also mirrored in the subjects 

themselves. The immediacy of the portraits demands a 

subject-to-subject confrontation which disrupts the 

voyeuristic gaze of the spectator, In this way, the 

subjects are able to define themselves in a larger 

social context, while asserting their autonomy. 



4. NEWTON, SMITH, AND HEWARD: DIALOGISM, FEMININE 
IDENTITY, AND THE VXEWER 

This chapter considers the psychological, 

introspective portraits of children by Lilias Torrance 

Newton, Jori Smith, and Prudence Heward. These 

portraits, as 1 will argue, c m  be understood as 

representations of different aspects of feminine 

identity. To this end, 1 will examine one portrait each 

by Newton and Smith, and a group of portraits by 

Heward. Newton uses the portrait of her son to insctibe 

it with her materna1 identity, even as she offers a 

depiction of adolescent angst. Smith will be considered 

intertextually, as I will combine memoir and portrait 

to suggest her anticipation of contemporary feminist 

oral historians' methodology to the study of woments 

history. Finally, Heward's almost systematic recording 

of the varied shifts in consciousness attendant to 

maturation demonstrate her interest in the child's 

incorporation of the social into her/his emerging 

conception of self. Fier portraits of adolescent girls 

question the received view of a passive female 

sexuality, and suggest the possibility of a female gaze 

and a female subject. 

This chapter will also consider the role of the 

viewer, a role consistent with the Bakhtinian reader as 
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essential to the dialogism of the w ~ r k . ~ ' ~  Newton uses 

the depiction of her son to provide an interpretation 

of her role as a mother to the public, and to argue for 

adolescence as an incipient form of dialogism. The 

self-consciousness of her son's gaze suggests an 

acknowledgment of other subjectivities, and that his 

relation to the world is moving into the dialogical. 

Smith's understanding of Québec culture was based on 

her intimate conversations with the women of the 

Charlevoix region. This interest in the persona1 

translated itself into her portraits of children, that 

in turn, represent aspects of feminine experience. Her 

portrait La Communiante (1944, NGC, fig.16) emerges as 

a kind of dialogic chronotope, reflecting metonymically 

to the viewer the experience of m a n y  women in the 

region. Furthermore, in her portraits of children, 

Smith successfully met the dual challenge of commenting 

on the shared cultural experience of a community, while 

respecting the specificities of individual experience. 

The concept of dialogism will be brought to bear 

on Heward's portraits of adolescent girls, who as 

unsettling indices of female volition, force the viewer 

to consider and interpret them as subjects. Thus, in 

al1 three artistst portraits, the viewer's authority is 

compromised by the necessary acknowledgment that 
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interpretation has been distributed among the triad of 

artist, subject, and viewer. In this manner, the child 

portraits examined in this chapter will highlight new 

possibilities in the public representation of private 

consciousness. 

4.i NEWTON: COLLABORATION AND PROCBSS 

In Chapter 2, the examination of Newton's 

aesthetic focüssed on the artist's collaboration with 

her sitters- She solicited her subjects' opinions and 

claimed to "rarely disagree" with her patrons' 

2 2 0  expectations. The importance of reciprocity to 

Newton's aesthetic is evidenced by her refusal to paint 

children because of the potential for parental 

interference: "1 wouldn't want anyone elçe looking over 

my shoulder and giving suggestions or asking questions 

why 1 was doing this or that.""' Newton willingly 

accepted the stylistic limitations of honorific 

portraiture because the forma1 restrictions did not 

interfere with the collaboration between artist and 

subject. On the other hand, the portrayal of children 

introduced a third party, the patron, who came closer 

to usurping the artist's attempt to interpret the 

portrait subject- For Newton, the portrait was the 

result of a dialogical relationship of artist, subject, 

and viewer; the integrity of this relationship is 



inextricably tied to her artistic freedom. 

4.ia DEPICTING ADOLESCENCE: DIALOGISM AND ANXIBTY 

Newton's favourite subjects were "half-grown 

chi ldren . " Her preference for adolescents must have 

reflected her ability to avoid parental interference in 

order to engage in the reciprocal exchange necessary to 

do her work. Certainly the relationship between artist 

and sub j ect is expressed in Newton ' s compelling, 

psychological portrayal of her son, Forbes Ne~ton."~ 

MY Son (1941, AGO, fig.15) captures the psychic 

conflicts characteristic of the boy's age by 

emphasizing his state of mind. The stairs in the 

background are a symbol of his ascension to a higher 

level of maturity and self-awareness. Forbes will soon 

take his place in the public sphere, and in his 

discomfiture and averted gaze the spectator already 

sees the "unity of consciousness" fundamental to the 

formation of a concept of self.2z4 In Forbes' self- 

conscious acknowledgment of the viewer the dialogical 

triad of artist/subject/viewer is completed; the 

inclusion of the viewer is essential to an 

interpretation of Forbes as a liminal figure. His 

averted gaze marks a paradox: he simultaneously 

recognizes and refutes the existence of the viewer. His 

denial of the viewer is symbolic of the adolescent's 
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ambivalent position on the border between childhood and 

adulthood. The unwillingness to take the step out of 

the liminal space of adolescence and rejoin the social 

indicates that the twin mantles of autonomy and social 

status have yet to be achieved. 

Painted at the height of the war in 1941, MY Son 

is more than a representation of the restlessness 

associated with adolescence. The portrait conforms to a 

tendency which John Sommerville has observed in 

English, French, German, and American literature of the 

post-World War 1 period, in which "adolescent 

characters became symbols of genuine be~ilderrnent."'~~ 

Sommerville believes the sympathetic treatment of 

characters who had difficulty adjusting to, or seeing 

the purpose of, social conventions was meant as an 

indictment of Western culture. He argues that Nazi 

aggression had made Western civilization seern a cause 

well "worth fighting for," a contention displaced by a 

cynicism which followed the war. The "adolescent 

restlessness" which was once viewed as biological in 

nature, was now seen as an index of social and cultural 

instability. 2 2 6  What art historian Dorothy Farr has 

described as Forbes' "restless frustrati~n"~~' 

therefore becomes a symbol for Western youth's anxiety 

about an uncertain future. 



4,ib THE SUBVERSIVB PORTRAIT: FORWLLISM AND TEE 
FEMININE EXPERIENCE 

Feminist art historian Linda Nochlin's assertion 

about women figurative artists provides another point 

of departure for examining Newton's portrait of her 

son. Although the image offers the spectator an 

interpretation of Forbes as an individuated (if not yet 

completely independent) subject, the painting's title 

actually refers to the portraitist's identity as his 

mother, and thereby raises interesting questions about 

the depiction of children in relation to feminine 

identity. Nochlin's placement of women portraitists 

within dominant art historical discourse provides the 

means for examining the inscription of Newton's 

feminine identity in the portrait MY Son.'" 

Nochlin positioned American women painters of the 

mid-to-late 20th century2'' within the context of the 

late 19th century European modernist movements which 

had contributed to the "demise of the portrait as a 

respectable field of specialization. " 2 3 0  She explained 

the reasons for portraiture's marginalization in terms 

of the modernist emphasis on form: 

And while it is quite true that the Impressionists 
and Post-Impressionists were highly responsive to 
the visual appearance of the contemporary world in 
the shape of their own circle of family and 
friends, on the one hand, and to the claims of 
intensified response to human subjects on the 



other, it is equally true that the modernist 
attitude to such works has been to play down their 
status as portraits and to emphasize the forma1 
inventiveness of paintings like Manet's Zola, Van 
Gogh's Woman of Arles (Mme. Ginouxl, of Cezanne's 
Vollard, as though there were some necessary 
contradiction between responsiveness to the 
picture-plane and to human character.')' 

In Nochlin's view, the modernist project relegated 

portraiture to the margins of art historical discourse. 

In its " m o s t  extreme phases" the early 20th century 

preoccupation with formalism was accompanied by a deep 

suspicion of content. Even when criticism was 

favourable, it tended to emphasize the forma1 elements 

of the p~rtrait.'~' Portraiture therefore became 

suspect because humanist concerns could never be 

entirely effaced from the figure. While the modernist 

aesthetic relegated figurative depictions to the 

margins, some artists did persist in representing the 

human face. In Nochlin's view, portraiture more than 

any other genre lent itself to the expression of 

feminine experience because: 

Unlike any other genre, the portrait demands the 
meeting of two subjectivities: if the artist 
watches, judges the sitter, the sitter is 
privileged, by the portrait relation, to watch and 
judge back. In no other case does what the artist 
is painting exist on the same plane of freedom and 
ontological equality as the artist her or himself, 
and in no other case is the role of the artist as 
mediator rather than dictator or inventor so 
literally accentuated by the actual situation in 
which the art work cornes into being."= 
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Nochlin suggests that the modernist exaltation of form 

in portraiture has been subverted by-the psychological 

perspicacity of several female artists.'" Nochlin 

appears to have anticipated Pollock's discussion of how 

women handle pictorial space when depicting the private 

sphexe. Where Pollock would speak of women's 

exploitation of the conventions of modernist 

compositional space, "' Nochlin f ocuses on 
portraiture's insistence on "the meeting of two 

subjectivities." Although there are many instances in 

which the artist's encounter with the human subject has 

led to obje~tification,"~ Nochlin is correct in 

asserting that portraiture is the only genre which 

forces the artist to conf ront another sub j ect . 2 3 7  

Nochlin's description of the reciprocity between 

artist and subject perrnits an elaboration of Newton's 

own description of the relationship between artist and 

subject. Because Mv Son contains references to both 

Newton and Forbes, we find the manifestation of the 

"meeting of two subjectivities." The image itself 

documents a stage in Forbes' movement toward 

independence. However, the substitution of Forbes 

Newton's name with a title which refers explicitly to 

his mother, and implicitly to her profession, draws 

attention to his family position and thus belies his 



incipient autonomy. Newton's identity as mother and 

artist becomes one of the subjects of the portrait, and 

her sensitive handling of the sitter, as well as her 

choice of title, suggests the pride and affection she 

felt. The portrait's subject is neither Forbes nor 

Lilias Newton exclusively; instead, the portrait 

represents aspects of their private relationship. The 

tensions which exist among the various identities 

explored in this image remind us of Bakhtin's 

contention that discourse is "interindivid~al."~'' In 

My Son, the viewer must attend to the will expressed by 

the  portrait's subject, if the viewer is to assume 

her/his role in the tripartite drama of dialogism. 

4.ii SMITH: ASPECTS OF FEMININE IDENTITY IN TEE 
CHARLEVOIX REGION 

Jori Smith also introduces aspects of feminine 

experience into her portraits of children although, 

unlike Lilias Newton, she has no children of her om.  

Smith and her husband Jean Palardy travelled through 

Charlevoix County during the 1930s. During the winter 

of 1973, Smith tended her dying mother in Montréal. 

Unable to paint, she channelled her creative energies 

into writing a book2" which described her experiences 

living in the Québecois rural communities in the 1930s 

and 1940s. The unpublished manuscript describes village 



life and reveals Smith's affection for the people whose 

harsh living conditions helped reinforce her cornmitment 

to socialist ide al^."^ While her English-speaking 

roots and her urban ways made Smith somewhat of a 

curiosity, she was nevertheless accepted by the people 

of the villages she visited: 

1 was the only English-Canadian around there and 1 
was considered a curiosity and a freak. But it was 
marvellous how they accepted me and that was m y  
life, that is where we lived."' 

In her rnemoirs, Smith described her Protestantism as an 

index of her difference. She was considered "pagenu 

by members of the rural Québec community, 

whose devout Catholicism was supported and encouraged 

by the presence of the parish priest, who exercised the 

real power within the community. Thus when Smith 

approached her subject in La Communiante (1944, NGC, 

fig.l6), it was not as a mother, or as a francophone 

from rural Québec, or even as a Catholic; she painted 

as an empathetic outsider. 

4Aia SMITH AND CHILDRBN: PORTRAYING THE AMtfETY OF 
THE AGE 

Smith stated that her favourite portrait subjects 

were children: 

Sometimes 1 find that while children do not, llke 
adults, mirror al1 life's experiences in their 
faces, they do have a latent sadness in their 
faces when-it is in repose. My paintings must show 
this . 2'3 
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Smith does not explain her need to express the sadness 

she sees in children's faces; what Charles Hill 

considered the "essential humanism" of Smith's outlook 

seems to have influenced her choice of s~bject.'~~ Art 

historian Barbara Meadowcroft believes that Smith was 

drawn to children because "like a child, she lives in 

the 'nowt and partly because she recalls vividly the 

loneliness and emotional deprivation of her own 

chi ldhood , " 2 4 s  

Regardless of the reasons, in her powerful 

portrait entitled La Communiante (fig.l6), Smith has 

indeed captured this latent sadness. Smith's portrait, 

like Newton's portrait of her son, should be considered 

in the context of the Western world's response to the 

events of the period. Like MY Son (1941), 

Communiante was painted during World War II. In light 

of her political interests, which included a profound 

concern for the Spanish during the Civil War, and her 

involvement in the League for Social Reconstruc- 

2 4 6  tion, the painting's compelling pathos becomes a 

symbol for the artist's distress about recent world 

events. 

4.iib RECORDXNG CULTURE: SMITH AND THE CREATION OF 
A CHRONOTOPE 

Unlike Newton's portrait, however, La Communiante 



is more culturally specific because the child is 

presented in attire worn at a crucial event in the life 

of a Catholic. In turn, the laquage of the title 

situates the child as a member of the French-speaking 

community. Furthermore, neither the title, nor the face 

of the painted subject, permit easy identification of 

the sitter. Smith's painting is consistent with James 

Clifford's description of a Bakhtinian chronotope, in 

which the artist creates a fictional setting in order 

to explore a particular event in hi~tory.'~' If we 

relate this description of the literary metaphor to 

Smith's work, the sadness inscribed in the face and 

posture of the little girl stands for the kind of 

suffering experienced by many people in the region. The 

apparent lack of identifiable features allows Smith to 

create a fictional composite which nevertheless refers 

to an experienced moment in time. 

Smith's interest in painting rural Québec children 

came directly out of her experiences of the region. She 

often described her sense that she was observing a way 

of lif e that was quickly vanishing. 24Qmith' s earlier 

statements regarding her status as an outsider within 

Québec culture, and her sense of being one of the last 

to observe a disappearing way of life are noteworthy 

because her work from this period documents aspects of 
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what many of her generation would have considered a 

dying culture.249 It was an attitude she shared with 

her friend and ethnologist Marius Barbeau,2so who 

since the mid-twenties, had been studying the  art and 

social customs of Québec. "' Smith considered 

Barbeads work important, writing in her reminiscences 

that "it was fortunate that Marius Barbeau and a few 

others, realizing what was about to happen, worked so 

assiduously to record that manner of life which was so 

soon to disappear. ""' Smith's paintings of the period 
and her written retrospective function as records of a 

way of life that was soon to be irrevocably altered by 

technology. 

Smith's visual and written records of the private 

experiences of the people she met are evocative of the 

temporal and regional specificities of the culture. As 

an outsider, Smith inevitably situates her portraits 

and her written account in another socio-political 

context. Thus the contemporary reader forms a 

chronotopic impression of life in the Charlevoix region 

and the larger national picture at a particular moment 

in history. Furthemore, this record documents aspects 

of feminine experience to which Smith had greater 

access than such male ethnologists as Marius Barbeau. 

Smith's accounts of daily life describe the activities 



of both men and women, but it is in her recounting of 

the social interactions of the communities at frequent 

veillées, weddings, and funerals and in her 

conversations with women that the reader gains an 

understanding of the meaning of the customs to the 

people, and in t u m  insight into the sensibility of the 

culture. Smith on one occasion seems to have been 

struck by the difference between Barbeau's interviews 

and her o m  conversations: 

Man as an individual didn't interest him at all, 
unless he could share or contribute with and to 
his passion. Sometimes during those extraordinary 
days spent drawing out the storytellers, listening 
to the singers, there were often moments when 
these good people digressed, whereupon a look of 
patient boredom would corne over Marius's face. Get 
on with it, get on with it, 1 could hear him 
saying to himself. Often 1 longed for these 
interruptions to go on forever, so colourful and 
amusing they were, but no, for Marius it was 
strictly business .... No personalities please 
.... Well one can't have everything.'" 

Unlike Barbeau, the greatest moments of interest to 

Smith were those which introduced an idiosyncratic or 

personal element to the storyteller's narrative, and 

this aspect of private experience is related to the 

feminine perspective. The passage above continues: 

They, when so interrupted, would look surprised, 
for it was to them, inconceivable that we would 
not be interested in whatever sidetrack they might 
take. For the souvenirs Marius would invoke could 
not fail to gather others perhaps long forgotten 
and now a delight to recall. It was with regret 
that these must be abandoned because of this 



strangersl(sic) special interest. Surely later 
alone among themselves these maories would be 
hastily explored before they once more vanished 
into a blurred past. It might be a daughter, more 
curious than the others who might Say, 'Dis, 
maman, qu'est-ce que vous alliez dire de notre 
grandpère lorsque il s'est sauffe (sic) dans le 
bois pendant la guerre, racontez moi ça, s'il vous 
plait?' Certainly it was not noticeable that when 
we were able to loosen their motherts (sic) 
tongues the children showed such a marked interest 
that it was obvious that they had never heard the 
tales before. They would sit with their chins 
cupped in their fists, even those full-grown and 
gaze with silent attention to their mother, 
listening to every word. If the women were little 
apt to bavardage, the men could be called taciturn 
in this regard, barely opening their mouths except 
to answer a direct question as briefly as 
possible. "' 

Thus for Smith, the anecdotal and the persona1 within 

the narrative, as well as the manner of the telling and 

its reception by the listeners, were essential to the 

cultural history she recorded. Furthermore, this aspect 

of culture belonged to the private sphere of women and 

children, who although "little apt to bavardage" were 

not as "taciturnl' as the men. The sort of "oral 

hi~tory"'~' practised by Smith belonged to the realm 

of the ferninine. The implications of such a practise to 

dialogism is that Smith recognized implicitly the 

importance of context to the examination of other 

subjectivities. In fact, Smith's intrusion into the 

Charlevoix region proved to be a catalyst of dialogue 

amongst its members; her presence allowed the denizens 
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to reconsider and alter their understanding of their 

cultural context. This process is described by James 

Clifford, who contends that the "language of 

ethnography is shot through with other subjectivities 

and specific contextual o v e r t o n e ~ " ~ ~ ~  which serve to 

inform a distinctly heterogeneous view of reality. In 

this manner, Smith's attention to the subtleties of 

context adds to the intertextual richness and variety 

of her observations, and eschews the potential 

monologism of empirical historiography. 

4.ifc CONTEXT AND FEMININE IDENTITY: TBE POLITICAL 
POWgR OF ORAL DISCOURSE 

As a woman, Smith had greater access to and 

interest in the feminine sphere of Québec culture than 

Barbeau. It is a testament to the openness of the women 

she encountered, and to her ability to gain their trust 

that she became as close to them as she did. In spite 

of Smith's strangely "pagan", urban ways, many of the 

women seem to have taken her into their confidence 

often sharing their concerns about relationships, 

doubts about their faith, and problems with their 

children's health. Thus Smith's relationship to the 

women can be characterized dialogic because they are 

al1 engaged in a process of mutual evaluation. She 

acknowledges that they are constructing an impression 



of her, even as she is doing the s a ~ n e . ~ ~ '  

To some extent, this trust seems to have existed 

because of, and not in spite of, their belief that 

Smith's urban roots gave her access to more 

sophisticated knowledge of a variety of topics, 

especially about health issues. It is difficult not to 

share Smith's dismay as she recounts some of the odious 

home remedies she saw applied to il1 and disabled 

children. Some of the women turned to Smith when they 

wished to discuss their relationships with their 

spouses; on many occasions, even though Smith was 

considered "a curiosity and an object of pity for, 

although 1 had been married six months 1 showed no 

signs of pregnan~y,"'~' she was solicited for advice 

about birth control. On only one occasion did Smith 

respond to such a request: 

Once a young married woman after the birth of her 
third or fourth child broached me on the subject 
of birth control and 1 grabbed the chance to tell 
someone at last about the rhythm method which was 
petmitted by the church but not ever propagandized 
outside the big centres. No where then (sic) in 
Charlevoix had 1 ever met anyone who had heard of 
it as a possible way to plan families. Thus 1 
eagerly gave to this youns (sic) woman al1 the 
details of this acceptable method, not realising 
the danger it involved me in. The Curé, the very 
next Sunday, denounced me from the pulpit before 
the entire parish as being sent from the devil and 
warned them of the danger of befriending me. By 
this time though 1 had many friends and as noone 
(sic) really liked the cure nor took him 
seriously, the whole affair came to n~thing."~ 



Thus, Smith and the women of Charlevoix transcended 

cultural difference through their shared gendered 

experience, and in the realm of the feminine Smith held 

more authority than the curé. The story also 

demonstrates one of the ways in which Smith's encounter 

with another culture was informed by a spirit of 

reciprocity. If her recollections betray a romanticized 

notion of the "other," this condescension is mediated 

by empathy; her interest in the women gave legitimacy 

to their perspectives. By encouraging the women to take 

responsibility for their own bodies,z60 Smith's 

insights seem to have reassured the women she spoke to, 

and led to what might be considered a subversive 

challenge to patriarchy and the Church. Oral discourse 

provided a means of pooling experiential knowledge, and 

constituted a political act which undermined the 

Church's authority over women's bodies. 

4.iid LA COMMUNIANTE: A CHRûNôTOPE OF FEMININE 

If we consider Smith's declaration that "1 painted 

children because their mothers were too busy to sit for 

me, " 2 6 '  La Communiante becomes an articulation of 

feminine experience. Art historian Barbara Meadowcroft 

is sceptical of Smith's assertion because she feels 

that access to women subjects is not the issue, and 
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believes instead that she is attracted to children as 

portrait subjects because of her empathy for them and 

the loneliness of her own ~hildhood.'~' Regardless of 

its validity, Smith's assertion is significant because 

it ironically describes the situation of the women with 

whom she was intimate. In Smith's opinion, women made 

unsuitable portrait subjects because they never had a 

moment to themselves. Her statement also ironically 

suggests that the children function as symbols for the 

otherwise occupied mothers. Thus when speaking of ber 

representations of children, she not only emphasized 

their appeal because of her humanitarian concerns, but 

related them to an aspect of Québec women's experience. 

This has implications for a feminist 

interpretation of La Communiante because as Barbara 

Meadowcroft has suggested, "the little girls in Smith's 

paintings already understand their lot as ~ornen."~" 

When Smith remarked to one of her sitters on the large 

number of children in the family, the child replied: 

"oui et ce n'est pas fini. "264 The fatalism of this 

remark is also found in the sad resignation of the 

subject of La Communiante. The portrait marks a rite of 

passage for the child, into a realm of greater moral 

responsibility. Her emerging sense of her place in the 

community is tied to her future role as a wife and 



mother who, in turn, will be too busy to sit for 

portraits. Her first communion clothes suggest the only 

other socially acceptable alternative open to her; that 

is, marriage to the Church.'" With this portrait, 

Smith creates a tension between the creation of a 

"typeu of experience and the depiction of an individual 

stoty. Her generalized representation of the girl's 

experience suggests the dialogic nature of the 

chronotope. In designing a fictional setting in which 

to describe a particular event in history, Smith 

creates a dynamic interplay of artist, subject, and 

viewer by offering the viewer a metonymic 

representation of the experience of a number of 

Catholics. By collapsing a defining moment of many into 

one, Smith is able to portray, in the specificity of 

the girl's detached and sombre visage, the trajectory 

of scores of lives. In the eyes of the Church, 

Communiante has taken the first step in accepting the 

commitment made to Catholicism on her behalf when she 

was christened . 
4.iii HEWARD: FgMININE CONSCIOUSNESS, IDBNTITY, AND 

SBXUALITY 

Like Smith and Newton's portraits, Prudence 

Hewardts depictions of children raise issues related to 

feminine identity. In this instance the artist is 
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neither a mother like Newton, nor an "ethnologist" of 

the private domestic realm of an other culture like 

Smith. Instead Heward's portraits of children fit into 

a body of work which reveals the artist's interest in 

representing the diversity of Canadian women's 

experiences. Heward sometimes represented men and boys, 

but her preferred subjects were female friends and 

relatives, women of colour who may have been her 

servants,266 as well as a few representations of 

Indian women. Her portraits and nudes examine female 

subjects t o  reveal the diverse aspects of feminine 

experience from early childhood to old age. Comparing 

Heward's portraits of girls, one c m  chart the 

development of consciousness to consider finally the 

adolescent's awareness of herself as a member of the 

world community and as a sexual being. As a group, 

Heward's portraits document different stages in 

gendering processes concomitant with biological 

maturation. 

4. iiia PORTRAITS OF EMERGXNG CONSCIOUSNESS 

Four portraits of different children painted over 

a span of ten years symbolically map the territory 

between early childhood and adolescence. Efa (1941, 

Ptivate Collection, fig.17) is suggestive of the pre- 

verbal stage in a child's development, when she has not 
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yet conceived of herself as an individuated subject and 

boundaries between the real and the imaginary are not 

clearly defined. The space behind Efa is flattened and 

ambiguous: al1 spatial and temporal references which 

rnight help to situate this child in a cultural and 

socio-economic context are absent. She does not exist 

in real space and has no public identity independent of 

her place within the family. Heward's composition 

conforms to Griselda Pollock's description of the 

modernist treatment of pictorial space, which organizes 

objects according to a hierarchy which privileges 

sensory and intuitive experience rather than rational 

notions of space. "' The composition therefore 

reflects Heward's interpretation of the Efa's psychic 

space. Efa stares uncomprehendingly at the viewer; she 

is aware of the existence of the larges community 

outside her immediate surroundings but has no access to 

it. Efa belongs to the private sphere of the Edenic 

garden, and the flowers which swirl about her head only 

serve to underscore her innocence. 

Barbara (1933, Private Collection, fig.l8), like 

Efa, is situated in the private sphere of the garden. 

The title of this portrait, as in the previous example, 

also suggests that the child's social identity is 

determined exclusively by her relationships to others. 



The violets in Barbara's hands are symbolic of 

innocence and humility and therefore position the child 

at an idyllic stage of childhood. Barbara's garden is, 

however, more clearly defined than Efa's, and a 

cornparison of the children's faces reveals Barbara's 

greater maturity. Still belonging to the sphere of the 

private garden, Barbara betrays the signs of a greater 

awareness of herself as an autonomous and reasoning 

sub j ect . 
The subject of Farmhouse Window (1938, Art Gallery 

of Hamilton, fig.19) is probably somewhere between 

Barbara and Efa in age. Unlike the subjects of the 

previous works this child has not even a proper 

name;"' instead, she is defined by her relation to 

the domesticity of the farmhouse. Placed within a rural 

context, the viewer begins to form an interpretation of 

the subject based on her/his notions of farm life. 

Furthermore the title draws attention to the window 

which frames the face and functions as a symbol of the 

child's movement from innocence to a more rational 

understanding of the world. While this child is younger 

than Barbara, as part of a farming family, she may even 

at this early age have assumed certain responsibilities 

within the domestic sphere. The curtain opens to reveal 

the child's face thereby suggesting her developing 
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awareness of the public sphere beyond the home. The 

peony plant, a symbol of incarnation or 

enlighten~nent,~~~ is also suggestive of emerging 

consciousness. The girl stares blankly at the 

spectator. The window separates the viewer from the 

subject and gives the latter only limited access to the 

larger cornmunity. It also denies her return to a time 

of innocence by preventing access to the private space 

of the garden. The subject of Farmhouse Window has left 

the idyllic setting of the garden as she moves toward 

adul thood . 
Heward's portraits of children document the 

different stages associated with the emergence of 

consciousness, but unlike the subject of MY Son, betray 

none of the self-consciousness of the adolescent. 

~llen"' (1935, Mrs. R.C.P. Webster, fig.20) is older 

than the portrait subjects discussed thus far and is 

closer to achieving Forbes' stage of self-awareness. 

She, like Efa and Barbara, is placed in a garden, but 

unlike the former, Ellen's landscape positions her both 

spatially and temporally. The rolling hills of the 

background locate her in a regional setting, and the 

fruit bearing apple tree situates her temporally. Ellen 

attempts to reach an understanding of her situation 

through dialogue with a third Party. She points to the 
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apples above her head (presumably a symbol of 

knowledge) and her inquisitive gaze is directed outside 

the frame, but away from the viewer. In her quest for 

knowledge, Ellen assumes a more active position than 

the younger subjects of Efa, Barbara, and Farmhouse 

Window because her gesture implicates a third person, 

who remains unknown to the viewer. Unacknowledged by 

the subject's gaze, the viewer assumes a more 

voyeuristic position in relation to Ellen, than to the 

children of the previously discussed portraits; 

however, in asswning a more active stance Ellen defies 

objectification. The portrait is a form of 

signification and the girl is a generator of meaning, a 

meaning which nevertheless remains ambiguous. The 

child's inability to reach the fruit just beyond her 

grasp is passed on metaphorically to the viewer, whose 

attempts to uncover the meaning of Ellen's gesture are 

thwarted. The image suggests the pre-lapsarian moment 

of seduction where Ellen (as Eve) recounts her exchange 

with the serpent to Adam, and therefore marks her 

imminent loss of innocence. Thus the image frustrates 

the viewer's attempt to achieve a voyeuristic control 

over the portrait's content because the child is busily 

engaged in a conversation from which the viewer is 

excluded. When Ellen is acknowledged in dialogical 
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relation to a subject outside the frame, both subjects 

function narratively as symbols of volition- As a 

result, the viewer is forced to consider her as a 

thinking subject as well. 

In frustrating attempts to impose a closed 

reading on her work, Heward's portraiture reminds us of 

Linda Nochlin's description of womenfs portraits as 

subverters of the modernist objectification of 

subjects. Like Newton's representations, Heward's 

portraits establish a dialogical relationship among 

artist, subject, and viewer. Moreover, "the meeting of 

two subje~tivities,~ which Nochlin described as 

characteristic of portraiture in general is felt most 

keenly in Hewardfs images because they are so often 

unsettling. Critical response to Heward's works reveals 

the ambivalence of many to this element in her work. 

Art historian Natalie Luckyj has described the tension 

implicit in the viewer's relationship to Heward's 

portraiture in terms of risk: "her key works, for full 

effect, require that the viewer be willing t o  

acknowledge in themselves the vulnerability of the 

human condition. " 2 7 1  Encounters with Heward' s sub j ects 

are disturbing because they do not permit spectatorial 

distance from the sitter; instead, by exposing the 

will, as well as the vulnerability of their subjects, 
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the portraits hold a mirror to the viewer which thereby 

exposes her/his own frailty. 

4. iiib TXE SUBVERSION OF VOYEURISM: DIALQGISM AND 
FEMININE SEXüALITY 

Nowhere is this sensation more keenly felt than in 

the portrait of Rollande (1929, NGC, fig.21), whose 

adolescent resentment is rendered palpable. Her eyes 

avoid those of the spectator and in this gesture, the 

viewer is reminded of the manifestation of Newton's 

son's newly discovered sense of consciousness. Unlike 

Forbes Newton, however, Rollande's almost full-frontal 

pose is far more confrontational. In her set expression 

and rebellious posture, more of the subject's psychic 

conflict is revealed. Mara Witzling has described a 

similar motif in the figurative works of such American 

and European post-Impressionists as Mary Cassatt and 

Paula Modersohn-Becker. Witzling has argued that a 

number of works by women at the turn of the century 

examined the theme of girls' sexual maturation from the 

girls' point of viewO2'* Witzling's examples emphasize 

the "passage from childhood to womanhood" and "the 

inner tension" which attend that passage. 2 7 3  

Furthermore, she asserts that these representations 

often: 

communicat[ej the charged atmosphere created by 
the sexual force during puberty. Often 



frightening, at times it seems to emanate from 
within, while at other times it feels like an 
external magnetic force .'" 

Certainly, Witzling's description of the sexual tension 

found in early twentieth century works by American and 

European women seems appropriate to the discussion of 

the possibility of an 

interpretation for the difference between Newton's 

portrayal of her son and Heward's portrait which goes 

beyond aesthetic issues. Rollande's prim convent 

uniform, a symbol of girlish piety and subservience to 

a religious institution, seems an ironic contrast to 

her sullen independent strength. These contradictions 

to some extent define the interna1 conflict experienced 

by most adolescents in the transition from childhood to 

adulthood; however, Heward's portrait also situates 

this conflict in its cultural specificity. Rollande's 

experience as a Catholic in rural Québec confronts the 

same choice as Smith's La Communiante. Rollande is 

approaching an age when she will have to choose between 

marriage and children, or commitment to a religious 

order and a life of celibacy. Unlike the tightly- 

framed, chronotopic portrait of La Communiante, 

Rollande can be viewed as a liminal figure because of 

the receding background that suggests a psychological 

distance from the exigencies of imminent adult 
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responsibility. Her liminality is absolutely tied to 

her individuality because the subject of the portrait 

is the assertion of that individuality against the 

receding backdrop of the social. Heward is not working 

from the standpoint of someone who has first-hand 

knowledge of the particular cultural situation of the 

subject; instead, she is representing an aspect of 

shared feminine identity. 

In Witzling's view, the dissemination of such 

works as Rollande "disrupt traditional representations 

in which female sexuality has been conceived as 

passive, voyeuristic, and one-dimensi~nal.~~'~ Thus in 

representing an aspect of feminine experience which 

runs contrary to traditional representations of women's 

sexuality, Heward's portrait forces the viewer to 

consider a significant moment in a woman's life cycle. 

Rollande confronts the spectator as a subject and not 

an object, largely because Heward's interpretation of 

her subject was informed by knowledge gained from her 

own body. Witzling is quick to avoid Nochlin's early 

essentialist assumptions regarding women's "natural" 

suitability as figurative artists, by reminding us of 

Rosemary Betterton's contention that women are not 

"naturally" inclined to 'kee differently" from their 

male contemporaries, instead: 



It c m  be argued that the particular force of 
[theirf experience produced work that was 
differently placed within the dominant forms of 
representation of [their] period. 276 

The sometimes vehemently negative critical response to 

Heward's nudes and bathers would seem to support this 

view."' While the disconcerting nature of the 

portrait of Rollande is sufficient evidence that 

Heward's portrait did not conform to traditional norms 

of representations of the feminine, a more profound 

understanding of the impact of Heward's images on the 

viewer requires a consideration of the Bakhtinian view 

of art as dialogical process. 

Before discussing the dialogical in Rollande, let 

us consider the subject's appearance when she is a year 

older. Sisters of Rural Quebec (1930, Art Gallery of 

Windsor, fig.22) was painted a year after Rollande's 

completion. The two paintings can be viewed as 

interreferential, documenting different stages in one 

girl's development- More significantly, the sisters' 

faces, as mirror images, refer to each other. The 

relationship which exists between the sisters creates 

Rollande's narrative of self, if we interpret the 

youriger sister as a symbolic reference to an earlier 

stage of Rollande's development. The sunflowers in the 

bottom left foreground serve to support such an 
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interpretation as the larger flower grows strong the 

smaller dies, thereby symbolizing the death of 

childhood. The portrait can therefore be interpreted as 

a representation of Rollande's passage from childhood 

to adulthood, 

The sunflowers offer other interpretive 

possibilities which emphasize the relationship between 

the sisters. The sunflowers refer to the Greek myth in 

which the older sister Clytie falls in love with the 

sun-god Apollo. The latter, however prefers the 

younger sister. Clytie murders her sister out of 

jealous love, but Apollo nevertheless spurns her, 

turning her into a flower, destined to slavishly follow 

the Sun in her devotion to the gode The double portrait 

therefore offers an interpretation of the nature of the 

relationship between the two sisters, Rollande and 

Pierrette. In this reading the two sisters present two 

separately articulated states of feminine experience 

which compete with each other. Positioned lower in the 

composition Pierrettefs averted gaze, preoccupied 

expression, clasped hands, and slumped shoulders 

suggest passivity and underscore Rollande's more 

dominant personality and position in the composition. 

Rollande has removed the child's apron of the previous 

year and demonstrates none of the reticence marked in 
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the averted gaze of the earlier portrait. Instead, 

Rollande's challenging gaze recognizes the viewer, 

thereby establishing her relation to the public sphere. 

In this way, Rollande has shed her liminal status to 

begin her ascent (however mitigated) toward a role in 

the social hierarchy. In mimicking the gesture of the 

sunflower of the foreground which seems also to have 

found its object of devotion in the space of the 

spectator, the flowering of Rollande's personality in 

the social realm asserts her experience of her own 

body,278 and is seen in counterdistinction to the 

shrinking Pierrette who still belongs to the realms of 

family, school, and childhood. 

The subjects of The Sisters of Rural Quebec are in 

a dialogical relationship with artist, viewer, and each 

other. Both Pierrette and Rollande are essential to an 

interpretation of the other's social identity and 

situation in the family. In this sense, the sisters 

complete each other, and in directing her gaze towards 

the viewer, Rollande implicates the spectator in the 

completion of the work. Bakhtin's description of the 

work of art in terms of a dialogical process in which 

meaning is achieved through a set of relations which 

include author, hero, and reader permits an elaboration 

of the interdependence of subject and viewer. In 



Bakhtin's model, art is an "event" rather than an 

object, where the meaning or unity of the work is 

temporary, provisional, and achieved through the 

spectator's consumption of the ~ork.*'~ The work of 

art is always in the process of becoming. The 

relationship of the spectator to the subjects of 

Sisters of Rural Ouebec is unsettling, and we are 

reminded of Luckyj's description of the sense of 

vulnerability associated with the viewer's engagement 

with Heward's portraits. These disconcerting encounters 

disrupt the voyeuristic relation of viewer to subject. 

The difficulty of objectifying Rollande stems from the 

viewer's sense, that in both the portraits of 1929 and 

1930, Rollande is a subjectivity with volition forcing 

the viewer to reassess dominant views of female 

consciousness and sexuality. 

4.  iiic DIALOGISM AM) THâ NA= OF BECOMING 

Bakhtin's definition of the reciprocal relations 

which give the work of art meaning has implications for 

a contemporary reading of the works discussed in this 

chapter. Mara Witzling's description of early twentieth 

century artists could well be applied to the work of 

Newton, Smith, and Heward and has similar implications: 

It is unlikely that their (sic) artists were 
working from a polemical point of view. Rather, 
they were simply creating from their own 



experience and knowledge, an epistemological 
stance negated previously by patriarchal culture. 
In so doing they identified an aspect of women's 
experience, sexual awakening and passage into 
womanhood, that had been previously unspeakable in 
the public realm. Through their art they gave it 
body; they made it a visible participant in public 
discourse. 2110 

Unlike Smith's and Heward's portraits, Newton's 

depiction of her son does not represent a stage in the 

woman's passage into womanhood; however, it reveals an 

important aspect of her own feminine experience as a 

mother. Similarly, although not belonging to the 

French-speaking Québec culture, Smith as "oral 

historian" of the feminine sphere created from her own 

experience of the culture which was made possible by 

the acceptance shown her by the people of the 

Charlevoix region. Finally, Heward's portraits in their 

refusal to conform to historical conventions for 

representing women, disrupt traditional notions of 

female sexuality. Newton, Smith and Heward's portraits 

are still generating meaning in the public sphere by 

offering examples of female consciousness, identity, 

and sexuality wbich compete with more dominant images 

of femininity, thereby demonstrating Bakhtin's 

contention that art is always in the process of 

becoming. To this end, the viewer in the dialogic mode1 

assists in the construction of the subject as a 
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chronotope in La Communiante, and as limnars in the 

portraits MY Son and Rollande. 



5 .  CONCLUSION 

In the introduction to this theçis, 1 argued that 

portraiture functioned as a liminal generic space which 

occupied the gap between the dominance of the landscape 

school and the rise of abstraction in Canada in the 1950s. 

The emergence of this aperture was coincident with a liminal 

moment in Canadian history; the country had begun to assert 

its own autonomy and to reconsider its identity as an 

independent nation. Liminality provided the means by which 

to stand outside societal structure, and to interrogate its 

strengths and weaknesses to prepare for a re-integration 

into the community . 
In the chapters that followed, 1 contended that the 

marginal status attendant to liminality provided many women 

artists just such a perspective on their culture. This 

liminal perspective provided these women with the means to 

articulate feminine experience in portraiture, introduce it 

to the public sphere, and to examine the implications of 

liminality to the relation of the artist, subject, and 

viewer triad. A s  we have seen, 1 have used this particular 

dialogical trio as the structural basis of the three core 

chapters of my thesis. In chapter two, 1 consider the 

liminal status of the artists under discussion by analyzing 

their role in society in relation to the production of self- 

portraits. In chapter three, 1 expand the concept of 
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liminality to include its implications to the schema of 

public and private, and argue that the intersection of these 

spheres resides in the social, a space fraught with 

ambiguity in the wake of changing gender roles. Chapter four 

reverted to a more traditional use of liminality, as 1 

examined the liminal status of adolescents, and focussed 

more specifically on the anxiety of the age and the 

description of feminine identity and sexuality in the 

portraits of pubescent girls. 

As 1 have stated, the dialogic reciprocity of the 

portraits by Newton, Clark, Smith, and Heward necessarily 

implicate the viewer, who in completing the dialogic triad, 

imbues art with the status of an ever-recurring event. In 

this way,  the differences which separate the subjectivities 

of artist, portrait subject, and viewer continue to resonate 

in the production of the portrait image. The concept of 

difference also has implications to the depiction of 

experience by male and female artists. Although men did take 

up portraiture in the interwar period, this generic interest 

had different implications for women. The production of 

portraits allowed women portraitists to inscribe 

unconsciously aspects of their feminine experience into the 

images. The diversity of interests inscribed in these 

portraits occurs because womenls experience of the world is 

the result of an implicitly different placement from men in 



the public and private spheres. 

The gap that opened up for women in the production of 

portraiture began to close in the post-World War II era, as 

the aesthetic shift to abstraction stifled interest in the 

human figure. The ascendancy of abstraction had little 

effect on Newton, however, because her reputation as a 

traditional commissioned portraitist had already been well- 

established. The same is true for Heward, who did not live 

to see the resultant privileging of abstraction over 

portraiture. Unfortunately, Clark and Smith were affected by 

the change in the aesthetic climate. Both artists expressed 

their frustration with the sense of isolation that attended 

the abandonment of portraiture as an aesthetically and 

politically viable mode of discourse. Thus, with the growing 

sense of political and cultural autonomy that had begun to 

exercise itself in Canada, came the closing of the liminal 

space opened up by portraiture in a very turbulent moment in 

its history. 

1 will non consider the effect of this liminal generic 

space upon the production of portraiture of Lilias Torrance 

Newton, Pataskeva Clark, Jori Smith, and Prudence Heward. 

Despite Newton's apparent apoliticality, her portraits do 

reflect, in their psychology, her absorption of the anxiety 

of the age. This psychological interest informs her relation 

to the portrait subject. She strongly believed that the 



success of a specific portrait was dependent upon a 

collaborative bond between artist and subject. As a 

commissioned artist, Newton contended that the artist must 

respect the desires of the patron to ensure the aesthetic 

integrity of the work. The reciprocity inherent in her 

approach to her portraits suggests that her work is 

explicitly dialogical, since her authority as an artist is 

shared with the portrait subject. 

This philosophy extends to her non-commissioned work as 

well. As we have seen, her portraits of male colleagues are 

a result of a collaboration of both the artist and the 

sitter. A tension is created in the conception of the 

sitters as masculine subjects, since artist and sitter each 

bring different ideas about the construction of public 

identity at a moment when socially determined gender roles 

were being questioned. Similarly, Newton endows the portrait 

of her son, Forbes, with indices of her professional and 

materna1 identity. Her fascination with feminine experience 

also contributed to her depiction of women. Newton's 

identification with women as people made them preferred 

portrait subjects. The diverçity of subjective presentation 

offered by women gave her the opportunity to represent 

numerous facets of women's experience. 

For Clark, the political came to play a constitutive 

role in her aesthetic development. She conceives the artist 



as a visionary who steps outside society in order to 

critique its established codes. Thus, Clark can be 

designated explicitly as a liminal figure; the narrative of 

separation, critique, and re-integration is remarkably 

similar to the process experienced by the limnar during the 

rites of passage. She links the concept of artist-as- 

visionary to her socialism in portraiture. The production of 

portraits becomes an overt attempt to join the abstract 

insights of the seer to the practicalities of everyday life: 

the goal of this conjunction is to prompt social change. The 

portrait affords her the opportunity, as with Newton, to 

inscribe aspects of her experience as a woman in not only 

her self-portraits, but also in such paintings as Portrait 

of Philip and Naomi Yanova. 

Like Clark, Jori Smith's socialism manifests itself in 

her desire for social change. Although she eschews the 

designation "visionary," Smith is deeply committed to the 

concept that art can play a politically ameliorative role in 

the community. Her concern over the anxiety that informed 

the post-World War 1 era is demonstrated in her sympathetic 

interest in the lives of women of the Charlevoix region. 

Despite her status as an "o~tsider,~~ Smith was able to 

gain access to the private lives of rural Quebec women. She 

politicized their persona1 experience in painting and prose 

to argue the necessity of considering the hardships endured 
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by women of Charlevoix. In her documentarian approach, Smith 

is able to find a specific cultural context in which to 

explore her commitment to socialism in her aesthetic 

production. The portrait La Communiante emerges as a kind of 

cultural chronotope, as it collapses the historical fact of 

many women1s experience into a fictional composite. In this 

manner, Smith is able to incorporate the experiences of the 

many into the one; the voices of the Charlevoix women 

continue to resonate in the image of a girl at communion. 

Prudence Heward's interest in children was much more 

oriented toward a description of the budding consciousness 

of children, and focussed on the varied levels of 

consciousness which attend the move into maturity. This 

interest manifested itself also as a charting of periods of 

transition in consciousness. In her portraits of adolescent 

girls, Rollande and Sisters of Rural Quebec, Heward 

documents the adolescent subjects as liminal figures who are 

negotiating a re-integration into society by first standing 

outside its structures. These depictions of feminine 

identity disrupt the notion that women are incapable of 

claiming a subject position and of expressing desire. Thus, 

Heward imbues the portraits with her own subjectivity, and 

unconsciously suggests the possibility of a female gaze. 

The concept of liminality has also been productive in 

my analysis of Mrs. Zimmerman and Farmer's Dauqhter. In 
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these works, Heward offers the viewer two portraits of two 

women who are asserting their subjectivity in a society that 

is itself in a period of liminal transition. The liminality 

of the age is evinced in the amorphous background which 

surrounds Mrs. Zimmerman, and the blurring of the boundaries 

of public and private, urban and rural, reflects the 

changing role of women in Farmerfs Dauqhter. Heward's 

bringing together of private and public creates a liminal 

intersection that provides new opportunities for the subject 

to construct herself - this intersection emerges as the 
social. 

The persistent attention paid by Heward to the 

construction of ferninine identity can be understood as 

implicitly dialogic in nature. The conception of the 

portrait as an initiatory gesture toward a subject-to- 

subject confrontation disrupts the voyeuristic impulse. The 

viewer is forced to set aside the urge to objectify the 

portrait subject and consider the image as another person. 

Finally, the concepts of liminality, self/identity, 

public/private, and dialogism have provided useful 

analytical pivots upon which to examine the works of several 

women portraitists during the interwar period. While my 

thesis has attempted to address the implications of these 

concepts to a turbulent time in the history of women's 

production in Canadian art, many questions remain to be 



136 

answered. My aim in arguing that the interest in portraiture 

marks the opening of a liminal generic space, is to offer 

new points of departure in which to re-evaluate the genre's 

importance not only in terms of women's production, but also 

to our understanding of the Canadian art historical canon. 
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APPENDIX 1: BREAKDOWN OF CANADIAN ART ASSOCIATIONS, 1920-1949* 

Dat cs 
Local ion 
Political Bias 

Linguistic 
Background 
Membership 

Statemcnt of 

Royal Canadian Group of Scvcn 

Academic La ndsca pc 
GenresA 
Anglophone1 Anglophone 
Francoplionc 
Men/Limitcû Men 
Nuinbcr of Woincn 
Soe Appcndix I I  1 Sec Appendix II  

b v c r  Hall Hill Canadian Group of 
G roup Paintersi 
1920-1924' 1933-1%9 
Mont réal Toronto 
Non-Partisan Naiionalist 
Landscape L ~ U W  
Figure SWLife Dominant 
Anglophone Anglophone/ 

Francophone 
WomedMen At Founding 2/3 

Merd 113 Women 
N/ A See Appendix II 

Contemporary 
Arts Societv 
1939-1948 
Montréal 
Internationalisl 
Diverse 

Anglophone/ 
Francophone 
MenNonaen 

See Appendix II 

kgional Bodies 
Natiodisî 
Diverse 

Francophones 
MenNomen 

See Appendix I I  

4 This Appcndix focusçs priiiiarily on thc decadcs under discussion in my thesis. 

A A spccified nulliber of JO ücüdciiiicians in cach discipline: 22 paintcrs, 5 sculptors, 4 designers, etchers and engravers. Therc was an unlimitcû 
numbcr of associatcs. For refoniis ;incr 1949, see Sisler, 173-234. 

+ No definilive tiriic fraiiic Iiüs bccn csiüblishcd for the Beavcr Hall Hill Group. Hill in Canadian Painlina in the Thirties, 39, csti i~tes ihc Group 
Iastcd one-and-a-half yciirs. Sec Joyce Millar in "The Beaver Hall Gmup: Painting in Montréal, 1920-1940" in Women's Art Jouml, 
SprindSuiniiicr 1992, Voluriic 13, No. 1.8 for a sumrnary of ibis issue. 



APPENDlX II: ART ASSOCIATIONS AND THgIR AIMS 

"The objects which are sought are the encouragement of design as applied to 
painting, sculp t u e ,  architecture, engraving and the industrial arts, and the 
promoting and support of education leading to the production of beautiful and 
excellent work in manufactures . "* 
*This extract is taken from the RCA's original constitution and is quoted in 
Rebecca Sisler, Passionate Spirits: A Historv of the Royal Canadian Academy 
of Arts 1880-1980 ( Toronto : Clarke, Irwin, 1980 ) , 28. 

GROUP OF SEVEN (192S19331: 

"The Group of Seven has always believed in an art ùispired by the country, 
and that the one way in which a people wiïl find its own individual expression 
in art is for its artists to stand on th& own feet, and by direct experience of 
the country itself . . . to produce works of its time and place . . . The group 
has always . . . maintained for themselves and others the right to freedom of 
expression, believing that oniy in diversity of outlook will there ever be a 
widespread interest in the arts of this country. While it believes that faction 
is a heaithy sign, it has no quarrel with any individual artist , critic or society 
of artists. Its members are a group of serious workers irnbued with a creative 
idea and seeking to practice it . "* 
* This is a shortened version of a statement which appeared in its entirety in 
"Group of Seven Issues Statement Defending Aims ," Montreal Gazette, 31 
January 1933, published just prior to the Group's absorption into the 
Canadian Group of Painters in 1933. It must therefore be interpreted not as 
a statement of objectives, but as a response to the Group of Sevents 
detractors. This extract appears in charles Hill, Canadian ~&t inq  in the 
Thirties (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1975 ) , 23 and 30n. 35. 

BRAVER HALL HiLL GROUP (192+19241: 

" W e  had no officers . . . we had no manifesta, we had nobody to do battle with, 
the baffle had been pretty weU won by the Group of Seven for thei. ideas, and 
ours were quite simiïar amtudes, and the dust had all subsided. But it was 
a question of getting studios, working space, and keeping the prices down, 
because none of us was flush. And this was one way of cooperating, grouping 
together and taking over a house, instead of lime bits of individual driblets 
here and there scattered around. And there was a certain cohesion that 
automatically develops in a case like that, when a nurnber of people get 
working together. There's a bonhomie that spreads through the building. "* 
*Edwin Holgate quoted in Frances K. Smith, André Biéler: An Artist's Life 
and Times, (Toronto: Memtt Pubiishing, 1980), 71 . It was thus not a common 



ideology, but friendship and economic necessity, which formed the bas& of 
the informal group's existence. 

CANADIAN GROUP OF PAPJTERS (1933-1969) : 

"The Canadian Group of Painters is a direct out-growth of the Group of Seven 
- all the members of which are in the new group, which numbers twenty-eight 
- drawn from the whole of Canada. Its policy is to encourage and foster the 
growth of Art in Canada, which has a national diaracter, not necessarily of 
time and place, but also expressive of its pnilosophy, and a wide appretiation 
of the right of Canadian e t s  to find beauty and character in al1 things. To 
extend the creative faculty beyond the professional meaning of art and to 
make of it a more common language of expression is also a part of its aim. 
Hitherto, it has been a landscape art, typical of aU new movements, but here 
and there figures and portraits have been slowly added to the subject matter, 
strengthening and occupying the background of landscape. Here aiso more 
modern ideas of technique and subject have been brought into the scope of 
Canadian painting, keeping the art in the van of our forward stride as a 
nation. " 

The statement of aims appeared in the anonymous foreword to the CGP's 
catalogue to theh first exhibition held in 1933 a t  the Art GaUery of Toronto. 
The Canadian gr ou^ of Painters, (Toronto: Art Gallery of Toronto, 1933 ) . 
The dedaration of intent remained consistent with the association's aims 
throughout its thirty-six year history . 

"The ta ik  of the Canadian scene has gone sour. The real Canadian scene is in 
the consciousness of Canadian painters, whatever the object of their 
thought. " John Lyman quoted by Graham McZnnes in "World of Art", Saturdav 
N i q h t  , 23 April 1938, 12. 

The society induded non-artists, and its aims were to show the work of living 
artists and to develop awareness of modem art movements. The anti-academic 
stance of the soçiety was revealed in the only condition of membership which 
excluded members of the Royal Canadian Academy. 

FEDERATION OF CANADIAN ARTISTS f 1941-1949 1 : 

"To unite al1 Canadian artists, critics and related professional workers for 
feliowship , for mutual effort in promoting common aims , and for the -remsion 
of the artistts point of view as a creauve factor fn the national M e  of Canada; 
to improve the economic status of the artist by promoting markets for his work 
and by raiçing his professional standing in any ways which may open; to 
encourage educational activities which will foster an increased appreciation, 
enjoyment, and use of art on the part  of the public; to encourage public 
support for the National Gallery of Canada and its extramural activities and 
to promote government support of 0th- art projects which are considered to 



be for the general welfare of the cou- . . . ; to issue a national magazine 
devoted to the interests of art in Canada, and to provide a national clearing 
house for the co-ordination and encouragement of efforts made by other 
groups or individuah dong the above lines". [Emphasis added ] 

This excerpt is taken from a letter to members of the Kingston Conference 
from the Conmuation Cornmittee in July 1941, and is quoted in Chrisme 
Boyamski, The 1940s : A Decade of Pain-s in Ontario (Toronto : Art Gallery 
of Ontario, 1984) , 17-18. The constitution in its finai form differed slightly . 
The bolded portion of the statement of aims was altered to read "the chief of 
these is to make the arts a creative factor in the national life of Canada and 
the a r i i s t  an integral part of society. " See also Frances K. Smith, André 
Biéier : An Artist's W e  and Times, (Toronto: M e m t t  Publishing , 1980 ) , 94- 
97. The clause concerning government support was also omitted frorn the final 
document. 



APPENDIX III: ARTISTS' BIOGRAPHIES 

PARASKAïA CLARK : 

Born in St. Petersburg, Russia the 28 October 1898, to 

working class parents Avdey and Olga Plistik, Paraskeva 

Avdyevna Plistik's interest in visual arts and literature 

emerged at an early age. The young Paraskeva absorbed the 

basic elements of form and colour by observing her mother 

practise the old Russian folk art of artificial flower 

making. She inherited her love of literature from her 

father; this love would later grow into a passion for the 

theatre.' Around 1914 Paraskeva finished school and worked 

in a clerical position at a shoe factory. In 1915 her mother 

died. 

Paraskeva received some art training at the primary 

school level, and as a young adult she enrolled in night 

classes with the landscape painter Savely Seidenberg (1916- 

1918). In 1918, she left office work to attend the Free 

Studios full-time (1918-1920), first under the instruction 

of the illustration teacher Vasily Shukhayev, and in 1920 

under Ruzma Petrov-Vodkin (1918-1921). Petrov-Vodkin's 

individualist approach, which evolved from a combination of 

persona1 theory, exposure to the European avant-garde 

artists, and his affinity to Cézanne and the symbolists, had 

a profound influence on Paraskeva's aesthetic development. 
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Paraskeva was encouraged to explore the possibilities of 

form and colour, and to consider how art could benefit 

humanity.' 

In 1921 Paraskeva worked at the Maly Theatre, and met 

Oreste Allegri Jr., who also worked as a scenery painter. 

The couple married in 1922, and in March 1923 their son 

Benedict was born. This event w a s  quickly followed by the 

tragic drowning of Oreste in July, leaving Paraskeva and her 

son in difficult economic circumstances. The two left for 

Paris in the fa11 of 1923 to live with Paraskeva's in-laws. 

In 1929 she went to work at the interior design shop where 

she met Philip Clark, a Canadian chartered accounting 

student, They w e r e  married in England on June 1, 1931, and 

they settled in Toronto in July. 

Philip Clark introduced faraskava to prominent members 

of the Canadian arts community who encouraged her work. Her 

first exhibition was as a participant in the Royal Canadian 

Academy (RCA) show of 1932. In June of 1933 her second son 

Clive was born, and that same year she exhibited with the 

newly f o r m e d  Canadian Group of Painters (CGP). In 1934 she 

worked for René Cera at the College Street Eatonts 

Department store, and exhibited for the first time with the 

Canadian Society of Painters in Water Colour (CSPWC), In 

1936 she was elected a member of the CGP, and met Norman 

Bethune, whose socialist convictions probably helped Clark 
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to formulate her own ideas regarding the political function 

of art. 

In 1937 she was elected member of the CSPWC, held her 

first solo exhibition at the Picture Loan Society, and 

published "Corne Out From Behind the Pre-Cambrian ShieldV 

Between 1938 and 1940 she belonged to the Canadian Society 

for Graphic Artists. In June of 1941 she attended the 

Kingston Conference of Canadian Artists, and New World 

Illustrated published her drawings. In December of 1942 the 

Picture Loan Society field her solo show "In Aid to Russia". 

In 1943 the CSPWC elected Paraskeva to their executive, 

World Af fairs published her article "Canadian ~rtists" ,' 

and tragically her son Ben became il1 in April. Eventually 

Ben's illness led to a diagnosis of schizophrenia. 

Paraskeva's activities as artist and activist stopped for 

eight months until her son's discharge from the hospitaL6 

In 1944 the Federation of Russian Canadians elected 

Paraskeva Vice-President, she began lectures on Russian art, 

published a statement in the Canadian Review of Music and 

~ r t ~ ,  and received an appointment to paint the activities 

of the Wornen's Division of the Armed Forces. In 1948 she was 

elected President of the CSPWC, in 1949 Canadian Art 

published her article "Travelling ~xhibitions" ."' She became 

a member of the Ontario Society of Artists (OSA) in 1954, an 

associate of the RCA in 1956, and a full Academician in 



179 

1966. In 1959 she lectured at Ridley College on "Wornen and 

Art," and in 1974 she participated in a two-person show with 

Ben Clark at the Arts and Letters Club in Toronto. 

Clark worked in several genres including landscape, 

still-life, and briefly in abstra~tion.~ Notably, a deep 

commitment to socialism and humanitarian concerns informed 

her aesthetic, which found expression through figurative 

painting, articles, and participation in such activities as 

the art auction for the Committee to Aid Spanish democracy 

(an organization set up by Norman Bethune to supply funds 

and volunteers for the Loyalist cause in Spain), the 

Canadian Aid ta Russia Fund, and the Kingston Conference 

(1941). Her works belong to public and private collections 

including the National Gallery of Canada (NGC), and she was 

included in the latter's seminal exhibition Canadian 

Paintinq in the Thirties (1975). Clark was featured in a 

retrospective at the Dalhousie Art Gallery (1982), and her 

paintings were recently included in her granddaughter Panya 

Clark's installation at the NGC (1995). 

PRüDENCE HEWARD: 

Born the sixth of eight children to the well-to-do 

Sarah E f a  Jones and Arthur R.G. Heward of Montréal, on July 

2, 1896'~~ Prudence Efa Heward demonstrated an interest in 

art at an early age. In 1908 she rnodelled for her sister 

Dorothy and her friends who were taking art classes at the 
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Art Association of Montréal (AAM), and she received her 

first drawing lessons. In 1912 when Prudence was sixteen the 

Heward family suffered a nuniber of tragedies. Prudence's 

father aged fifty-two, and her sisters Dorothy aged 23, and 

Barbara aged 20 died. The following year her brother Jim 

contracted tuberculosis. Prudence herself was afflicted by 

asthma, which rendered her dependent on her motherfs case 

throughout her life. 

In 1914 brothers Chilion and Jim enlisted and went to 

the Front. The same year, Prudence, her mother and her 

sisters Honour and Gladys joined Prudence's brother Brian, a 

student at Cambridge, in England. During the several years 

they spent working for the Red Cross war effort in London, 

Prudence stopped painting." In 1918 she returned from 

England and entered the Art Association of Montréal's (AAM)  

art school. There she studied as a scholarship student in 

drawing and painting under Randolph Hewton (1888-1960), and 

William Brymner (1855-19251, and followed summer sketching 

classes with Maurice Cullen (1866-1934) at Phillipsburg and 

Carillon. Edwin Holgate (1892-1977), Mabel May (1884-1971) 

Sarah Robertson (1891-1948), Anne Savage (1896-1971), 

Kathleen Morris (1893-1986), Lilias Torrance Newton, and 

Ernily Coonan (1885-1939) were a few of her fellow students. 

These artists remained important to Prudence throughout her 

life, both socially and artistically, and in 1920 she joined 
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them in forming the short-lived Beaver Hall Hill Group. The 

association which dissolved a year later provided its 

members with studio and exhibition space, and opportunities 

for the exchange of ideas. The former students of William 

Brymner shared an "open-minded attitude towards subject- 

matter"12, and Prudence herself worked in a number of 

genres, often combining still-life or landscape with 

portraiture and the nude. Brymner urged his students to work 

directly from "nature" to reach an understanding of the 

"world immediately surrounding h i m .  One must avoid studio 

tricks and sentimentality."" Brymner's influence can be 

found in Prudence's portraits which derive their power from 

their disconcerting intensity. 

In 1922 she placed second in the Reford Prize for 

painting competition at the A m ' s  39th Spring Exhibition. In 

1924 she won both the Reford Prize for painting, and the 

Women's Art Society's Prize for painting. In 1925 Prudence 

travelled to London and to Paris where she studied at the 

Académie Colarrossi under Charles Guérin and the École des 

Beaux Arts under Bernard Naudin. Two of her portraits were 

exhibited at the British Empire Exhibition in Wembley, 

England in 1924. Between 1926 and 1929 she continued to 

paint and participate in international exhibitions. In 1929 

she travelled to Europe, and received critical acclaim for 

the first time when she won the Willingdon Prize for her 



painting Girl on a Hill (1928, NGC Collection). She 

continued to work in her studio at her home on Peel Street, 

using friends and relatives as portrait models, and sketched 

the landscape at the family's summer home at Fernbank near 

Brockville. Many of these landscapes are incorporated i n to  

the backgrounds of her portraits. In 1931 Sisters of Rural 

puebec (fig.21) was selected for the "First Baltimore 

Exhibition of Contemporary Paintings". Her first solo 

exhibition was held at William Scott and Sons in Montréal in 

1932. 

In 1933 she signed the Artist's Petition in defense of 

Eric Brown, whose support of the Group of Seven threatened 

his position as Director of the National Gallery. The same 

year she became a founding member, and the Vice-President 

(1933-1939), of the CGP. Her house was often used as a 

meeting place for the group, and for the next few years she 

continued to produce and exhibit in Canada and the United 

States, joined her friends in painting excursions in Québec 

(1933), and in Whitefish Falls near Manitoulin Island, 

Ontario (1936). Between 1936 and 1939 she visited her friend 

Isabel McLaughlin (1903- )in Bermuda several times, and 

participated in Canadian and international exhibitions until 

1947, including: ''A Century of Canadian Art" at the Tate 

Gallery (London, 1938), the World's Fair in New York City 

(1939), "Aspects of Contemporary Painting in Canada" at the 
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Addison Gallery of American Art in Andover, Massachusetts 

(1942), and "Pintura Canadese Contemporaneau in Rio de 

Janeiro, Brazil (1944). In 1939 she became a founding member 

of the Contemporary Arts Society (CAS) in Montréal. In 1941 

she attended the Kingston Conference held at Queen's 

University and became a founding member of the Federation of 

Canadian Artists. 

In 1943 her sister Honour died at age forty-seven, and 

by 1946 Prudence's worsening asthma attacks forced her, 

accompanied by both her mother and her sister Gladys 

( ''Rooney" ) , to travel to Los Angeles, California for 

treatment. In March 1947 she died at the Hospital for the 

Good Samaritan, in Los Angeles. In April of the same year 

her portrait Efa (fig.17) was included in the exhibition 

"Canadian Women Artists" at the Riverside Museum. 

Heward's highly structured and colourful still-lifes, 

landscapes, striking portraits of women and children, and 

controversial nudes received many distinctions during and 

after her lifetime. Her paintings were included in the NGC's 

seminal exhibition Canadian Paintinq in the Thirties (1975), 

she was featured in retrospectives at the NGC (1948), and at 

the Agnes Etnerington Art Centre (1986), and her works 

belong to public and private collections across Canada 

including the NGC. Unfortunately, very little of the 

artist's first-hand testimony remains; ariy consideration of 
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her life and work therefore calls for a reliance on the 

recollections of others. Her friends remernbered her as shy, 

passionately committed to her art, and encouraging of 

younger artists." The intensity of Heward's startling 

portraits, figurative compositions, and nudes reveal the 

artist's keen sensitivity as a of discerner character. 

LI LIAS TORRANCg NEWTON : 

Born November 3rd 1896 in Lachine, Québec, to Alice 

Mary Stewart and Forbes Torrance, Lilias was the fourth in a 

family of al1 boys- Her father died one year later, and the 

family moved to Berthier, Québec, Alice Torrance's home 

t o m ,  Lilias' interest in art began at the age of ten after 

her family moved to Kingston. It was during this time that 

she studied her father's sketch-books, and began sketching 

herself during a three month convalescence from a broken 

leg. In 1908 the family moved to Montréal, where Lilias 

attended art classes at the Art Association of Montréal. She 

received further instruction £rom Laura Muntz (1860-1930) 

when she boarded at Miss Edgar's and Miss Cramp's School. 

Serious art training began for Lilias at the age of sixteen 

when she studied at the AAM under William Brymner. She 

received two scholarships £rom the school, and in 1916 two 

of her portraits were included in the RCA's annual 

exhibition. 

During the First World War, after one of her brothers 
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was killed in action in France (1916), she and her mother 

travelled to England to be near L i l i a s ' s  second brother who 

had returned from the Front to train as an officer. He was 

later killed in action. A third brother remained in France, 

and both mother and sister stayed on in England until 1918 

as part of the Red Cross war effort. During this period 

Lilias took art classes with Alfred Wolmark. 

Six months after the war ended Lilias returned to 

Canada. She became a founding member of Montréal's short- 

lived Beaver Hill Hall Group (1920-21) and married stock- 

broker Frederick Newton in 1921, whom she had met in England 

when he served as an army Captain. She took a studio on 

Union Avenue in Montréal, and exhibited at the RCA's and the 

AAM's annual exhibitions. In 1923 Lilias began classes at 

the Académie Colarrossi in Paris, but soon left the school 

to study under Alexandre Jacovleff, and received an 

honourable mention at the Paris Salon. That year she re- 

established her career as a professional portraitist in 

Canada, and was elected the youngest Associate of the RCA. 

In 1924 two of her portraits were included in the British 

Empire exhibition in London. In 1925 she participated in the 

Panama Pacific Exposition in Los Angeles and her submission 

was purchased by the L.A. County Museum. In 1926 her son 

Francis Forbes was born. 

The portraits of Lawren Harris (fig.8) and A. Y. 
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Jackson (fig.9) discussed in the third chapter are two in a 

series of portraits Lilias painted of her fellow painters 

and friends during the 1930s. In 1930 she participated in 

the exhibition "Contemporary Canadian Artists" at the 

Corcoran Gallery in Washington, and was represented in a 

solo exhibition at Hart House. After her divorce in 1933, 

Lilias supported herself and her son Forbes. That same year 

she became a founding member of the CGP ( 1933 ) , and was 

elected to the RCA in 1937. Between 1936 and 1940 she taught 

portraiture and still life classes at the IIAM, with Edwin 

Holgate; later they were joined by Will Ogilvie. In 1938 her 

portraits were included in "A Century of Canadian Art" at 

the Tate Gallery in London, and at the New York World's 

Fair. She was featured in a solo exhibition at the AAM 

(1939), at the Photographic Stores in Ottawa (1945), and at 

Victoria College in Toronto (1958). In 1940 she participated 

in a group exhibition at the Art Gallery of Toronto (AGT) 

with A.Y. Jackson (1882-1974), Arthur Lismer (1885-1969), 

and Edwin Holgate. 

Lilias relied on her commissioned work as a primary 

source of income, and as her reputation grew, she divided 

her time primarily among Montréal, Toronto, and Ottawa, and 

made annual trips to western Canada. Lilias received 

commissions for portraits of many influential Canadians, and 

in 1957 she was the first artist to paint officia1 portraits 
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of Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip. She continued to work 

until the mid 1970s but failing health limited her 

production in later years. In 1972 Lilias received an L.L.D. 

from the University of Toronto. She died in January of 1980. 

JORI SMITH 

Marjorie Smith was born in Montréal in 1907. Dissatisfied 

with the educational system Jori's father permitted his 

daughter to abandon secondary school at age sixteen to 

pursue art classes at a private scho01'~. After three 

months, following the school's closure, she continued at the 

École des beaux-arts de Montréal (1924 -1929), but became 

frustrated with the academic nature of the training. l6 She 

studied briefly under Randolph Hewton at the AAM, and 

privately with Edwin Holgate in 1930. The latter's influence 

can be seen in the structured composition and monumental 

figures of such paintings as Mlle Rose (1936, NGC 

Collection). In the following years, Jori attempted with 

Jean-Paul Lemieux (1904-1990) to organize a commercial 

studio, travelled to England and France, and upon her return 

to Canada, married Jean Palardy whom she first met at the 

École des beaux-arts. Palardy, the author of Les meubles 

anciens du Canada f rançaisl' began as a painter, and went 

on to produce documentary films, before becoming an 

authority on Québec furniture. 

During the 1930s Smith and Palardy spent their winters 
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in Montréal and their summers travelling, painting, and 

collecting crafts and furniture in Charlevoix County. They 

lived with the townspeople of Baie St. Paul, and St. Urbain, 

and were often joined I;y such artists as André Bieler (1896- 

1989), Stanley Cosgrove (1911- ),  and Jean-Paul Lemieux 

(1904-1990). She would recall her experiences of these years 

in an unpublished manuscript written in 1973 during her 

motherrs final illness." A passionate supporter of the 

arts and socialist causes, Jori became involved in the 

political movements of the 1930s. She w a s  active in the 

League for Social Reconstruction (the forerunner of the CCF 

and later the NDP), and along with such artists as P a r a s k e v a  

Clark, participated in the art auction for the Committee to 

Aid Spanish demo~racy.'~ 

In 1940, Smith and her husband Jean Palardy moved to a 

large studio on St. Famille St. in Montréal. Their house 

became a gathering place for Québec artists, writers, 

journalists, and intellectuals. Between 1928 and 1934, and 

in 1948, 1951 and 1956 Jori participated in the Spring 

Exhibitions at the AAM, and the 1933 RCA Annual Exhibition 

in Montréal. In 1937, 1938, and 1942 she was invited by the 

CGP to contribute to their Montréal exhibitions. She w a s  a 

founding member of both the Eastern Group of Painters in 

1938, and the CAS in 1939. 

Jori abandoned the muted tones of her earlier canvases, 



189 

and adopted a freer flatter style after her meeting with 

Alfred Pellan (1906- 1989), who returned from France in 1940 

and exhibited with the CAS. Significantly, although none of 

Pellan's child portraits of 1941 were included in CAS'' 

exhibitions, they share the same melancholic intensity as 

the children of Jori's portraits. 

She exhibited with the CAS in 1939, 1945, and 1946, and 

in 1980 was included in the retrospective exhibition "The 

Contemporary Art Society" at the Edmonton Art Gallery. In 

April of 1955 she received the Jessie Dow Award for oil 

painting at the 72nd annual Spring exhibition at the Musée 

des beaux-arts de Montréal. Her work was selected for 

several exhibitions featuring Québec artists including "The 

Arts of French Canada" at the Winnipeg Art Gallery (1959), 

"Peinture vivante du Québecn (1967) at the Musée du Québec, 

" T h r e e  Generations of Québec Artw at the Musée d'art 

contemporain de Montréal (1976), "Images of Charlevoix, 

1784-1950" at the Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal (19811, 

and "Modernism in Québec Art: 1916-1946" at the National 

Gallery of Canada (1982). Her work has also been featured in 

exhibitions of Canadian women artists including the West End 

Gallery of Montréal ' s "Canadian Women Painters" ( 1949 ) , and 

the Agnes Etherington Art Gallery's "From Womenk Eyes: 

Women Painters in Canada" (1975). Her solo exhibitions 

include a show at the Musée des beaux-arts de Montréal 
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(1964), at the Kastel Gallery in Montréal (1981 and 1986), 

the Agassiz Galleries in Winnipeg (1984), and at the 

Dominion Gallery of Montréal's retrospective: "Rediscovering 

Jori Smith: Selected Works 1932-1993". Her portraits, still- 

life compositions, nudes, and landscapes have also been 

featured in such international exhibitions as the Addison 

Gallery of American Art's "Aspects of Canadian Painting in 

Canada" in Andover (1942), the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes 

"Artes Graficas do Canadav in Rio de Janeiro (1946), and the 

Riverside Museum's "Canadian Women Artists" in New York 

(1947). Jori Smith like Paraskeva Clark, Prudence Heward, 

and Lilias Torrance Newton was represented in the National 

Gallery of Canada's "Canadian Painting in the Thirties" 

(1975). 

Discouraged by the lack of public interest in her work 

during the mid 1950s, Jori stopped exhibiting and destroyed 

many of her works in progress. Although she continued to 

emphasize her debt to Palardy even after the break-up of 

their marriage in 1957, she also acknowledged the 

debilitating effect his criticism had on her production2'. 

For nearly twenty years after their divorce she produced 

very little. Gradually, however, she regained her confidence 

and began exhibiting again in 1976. Jori Smith continues to 

paint and exhibit in Montréal. 
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