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WALL PANELS OF THE EXHIBITION 

INTRODUCTION 

Wide open spaces, deep dark forests, high mountain ranges, the majestic wilderness, the snow, 

the permanent ice of the Arctic, the magic of the Northern Lights, adventure in a world otherwise 

dominated by man – in short, the myth that is Canada. The country serves as a dream destination 

for many who want to experience nature in a more pristine form. A similar imaginary Canada was 

conceived by artists who came together in 1920 in urban Toronto to form the Group of Seven. 

Spurred on by a burgeoning desire for authenticity and the joy of painterly experimentation, artists 

such as Lawren S. Harris, Franklin Carmichael, F. H. Varley, and J. E. H. MacDonald – as well as 

Yvonne McKague Housser and Emily Carr from British Columbia, who were not part of the core 

group – sought to develop a new pictorial vocabulary. 

They wanted to declare artistic independence from Europe with their painting, to break away from 

traditions and establish a national school of landscape painting. They left the cities behind and 

chose to pursue their individual artistic paths in the vastness of the landscape. Trips were 

organized, alone or in groups. On these outings they camped, fished, hiked. Tom Thomson, the 

painter friend who drowned under mysterious circumstances in July 1917, became the 

movement’s poster boy. He painted in Algonquin Park, where he worked as both a fire ranger 

and as a guide. The artists would now be actual tough guys bushwhacking through the woods 

rather than wasting their time with five o’clock teas. The motto was: “less of a studio, more of the 

forest”. 

From about 1910 until the late 1930s, paintings were created that many consider the epitome of 

Canada. Views of sublime landscapes, majestic rivers and forests. The paintings evoked a 

mythical Canada, vast and wild. Art was meant to be anti-elitist and universally understood. The 

paintings of the Group of Seven and their circle were, if you will, the Pop Art of their time. It is 

their striking nature and immediate impact that connect them, as well as their shared goals, 

ideals, and motifs, rather than a unified style. 

For decades, the Group of Seven had been revered because their paintings allowed viewers to 

experience the fascinating natural world, but they also faced increased criticism for their depiction 

of Canada. The country, a more or less independent state since 1867, looks back on a long 

colonial history. Prior to the arrival of the first settlers from Europe, it had for thousands of years 

been the territory of Indigenous peoples. With paintings of sublime mountains and unspoiled 

nature, the Group of Seven created a romantic vision of a pre-industrial backwater, and stylized 

the land as terra nullius, an uninhabited wilderness. The Group of Seven created gorgeous 

landscapes. But by excluding Indigenous people from their paintings, they also avoided engaging 

with the social reality. Their painting is thus not least a product of, and at the same time a 

testimony to, cultural hegemony within a postcolonial society. As such, Canadian modernist 

landscape painting raises questions that have become ever more important and are today the 

subject of extensive debate. 
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TANGLED WOODS 

The Group of Seven and its associates spent much of their time in the woods, where they also 

camped quite often. On longer journeys, they produced numerous sketches in rough and 

occasionally rather inaccessible terrain. The vast forests of Ontario and the distinctive play of light 

and shadow along with the glorious coloration of the seasons provided ample inspiration. Tom 

Thomson depicted deep woods with dense foliage and a twisted screen of trees in his Northern 

River to conjure up a sense of silence and pristine isolation. Lawren Harris’s anthropomorphic 

silhouetted trees in changing light, in turn, evoke a primordial territory full of potential in Beaver 

Swamp, Algoma. A close-up view of the water’s edge in his Beaver Pond reveals dead tree 

trunks, partially submerged, standing sentinel on the margins of impenetrable, dark woods. Arthur 

Lismer and Franklin Carmichael painted resplendent trees dappled with sunlight and infused with 

vivid colors—images of overwhelming optimism. Collectively, all these paintings manifest an 

artistic search for new ways to express the relationship to a particular place. With their 

enthusiasm for simplified forms and vibrant colors, the artists focused their attention on the 

captivating beauty of Ontario's majestic trees and forests, although the logging industry had 

already begun to relentlessly assert its presence there. In the woods, they experimented with 

fundamental formal concerns of painting, creating a unique visual language essential to 

understanding the broader development of the modernist painting tradition in Canada. 

EMILIY CARR 

Emily Carr spent the early decades of her career painting the Indigenous villages of the Pacific 

coast of Canada. On extensive travels that took her from her hometown of Victoria in British 

Columbia all the way up to Alaska, she was captivated by the monumental carvings of the First 

Nations. Carr repainted the views she found particularly inspiring, such as Cumshewa on Haida 

Gwaii, the location of her powerful painting Big Raven. Other times, she used photographs as a 

source of her compositions, such as Blunden Harbour. These pictures reveal a foundational shift 

in Carr’s painting: for her depictions of Indigenous settlements and totems in the 1910s, Carr still 

used the lively palette of Post-Impressionism and Fauvism that she had acquired during her 

studies in England and France. She later developed her own distinctive painterly vocabulary, 

characterized by an energetic verve and a commanding sense of form. 

Carr’s preoccupation with Indigenous art and people is radically different from the work of artists 

associated with the Group of Seven who deliberately avoided any hint of an Indigenous presence 

in their landscapes. Nevertheless, the artist’s attitude was shaped by her Victorian upbringing. 

Even though she admired Indigenous art and culture, Carr’s paintings of this period today are 

considered as indicative of colonial thinking. The appropriation of Indigenous culture by artists 

with European roots is today viewed in a highly critical light. Strategies such as these contributed 

to the pressure to conform on communities whose way of life and cohesion were eventually 

destroyed by restrictive Canadian laws such as the Indian Act. The Indian Act governs the legal 

status of First Nations in Canada. It came into force in 1876 and, after several amendments, 

remains in force to this day. During the period when Carr’s paintings were created, it prohibited, 

among other things, Indigenous cultural practices such as dressing in traditional clothing and the 

potlatch ritual. 

Her friendship and artistic exchanges with Lawren Harris, a member of the Group of Seven, 

prompted Carr to resume painting in the 1930s after a fourteen-year hiatus and, as a mature 

artist, to change her approach. “What I am after is out there in the woods,” Carr declared. 

Luscious paintings such as Wood Interior, Western Forest, and her enigmatic Forest summon the 

life force of the woods, and testify to a deep spirituality and connection with the land. 
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LAND VS LANDSCAPE 

All the official members of the Group of Seven were white men, some of whom had been raised 

in England. The few women who exhibited alongside the Group were also of European descent. 

During their years of training in Europe, many of these artists had absorbed the various trends in 

art there, yet they all shared the idea of wanting to create genuinely Canadian art. They were 

further united by their social and cultural context. Completely absent, however, both in their art 

and in the era in general, was an awareness of the colonial perspective inscribed within their 

images. This remained a blind spot in the art of the time. The search for a visual representation of 

Canada was also a process of exclusion. The paintings would construct a wilderness that was 

quite often not there, for this supposedly uninhabited landscape was, and always had been, 

home to many Indigenous peoples.  

The voices of Indigenous critics have become more insistent in the course of decolonization. 

They rightly oppose the portrayal of Canada as an unspoiled country. Anishinaabe filmmaker Lisa 

Jackson calls them the “territories now called Canada.”  The aesthetically ordered “landscape”, 

such as it might be sublime, picturesque, or romantic, is at its core a European concept. So too is 

the notion of owning or ruling over land. This is countered by the Indigenous worldview of 

inseparable attachment to and kinship with the land and all nonhuman forms of life; the land is “at 

the root of all our relations” (Caroline Monnet). From this ancestral land, annexed by settlers, 

Indigenous communities were removed through resettlement. 

A famous painting by Emily Carr is titled Blunden Harbour. It was painted around 1930 and 

depicts three monumental totem poles. The same place, with the actual name Ba’as, is the 

setting of In the Land of the Head Hunters (1914), the first silent film by a white director with an 

Indigenous cast, as well as the documentary Blunden Harbour (1951). We trace the shift in 

narrative perspective to the present day, to Mobilize (2015) by the Algonquin-French artist 

Caroline Monnet; and in Lisa Jackson’s film How a People Live (2013), we reappraise the 

traumata of an Indigenous community following the Indian Act. These films by Indigenous women 

artists form a counter-narrative to the landscapes of the Group of Seven. 

FILMS 

Edward S. Curtis 

In the Land of the Head Hunters, 1914 

(alternativ / alternative title: In the Land of the War Canoes) 

Restaurierte Fassung mit originaler Musikspur, mit Tonung / Restoration with original musical 

score, tinted, sound, 66 Min. 

Courtesy of Milestone Film & Video, Harrington Park, New Jersey  

The silent film set among the Kwakwaka’wakw, an Indigenous people who live around the Queen 

Charlotte Strait on the coast of British Columbia in the northwest of Canada, is a fictionalized love 

story amidst warring clans. Written and directed by American photographer Edward S. Curtis, 

with George Hunt (Tlingit) as his Indigenous advisor. 

It is considered to be the first film with an entirely Indigenous cast. Stanley Hunt and Maggie 

Frank star in the principal roles. Hunt’s second wife, Francine, a noblewoman from the 

‘Nakwaxda’xw nation, familiarly known as Tsak’wani, made the robes, advised on details, and 

played several roles. The elaborate production was filmed on Kwakwaka’wakw territory and was 

intended for a broad audience. Its reception has focused predominately on its perceived 

“documentary” aspects, which is why it is quite frequently (mis)understood as an ethnographic 

document.  
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Despite the criticism of Curtis, who was accused in particular of stylizing and historicizing 

Indigenous peoples and subjecting them to the romantic cliché of a declining “primitive” culture, 

the film provides, as a result of its photographic quality, insights into the culture of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw that had otherwise barely been possible. The film includes totems, war canoes, 

masks, and a potlatch, a ceremonial feast banned from 1885 to 1951 as part of the Indian Act. 

The filmed potlatch was celebrated specifically for the production. In other cases, the potlatch ban 

was strictly enforced – as late as eight years after the shoot, twenty-two members of the 

Kwakwaka’wakw were sentenced to prison for participating in a potlatch. 

The film had limited success at the box office and was then long thought to have been lost. 

Rediscovered in the late 1960s and reedited in 1972, it was then released in 1973 under the title 

In the Land of the War Canoes. The original version was reconstructed in 2008, including its 

original orchestral score.  

 

Robert Gardner 

Blunden Harbour, 1951 

Digitalisierter S/W-Film, Ton / Digital video transfer, black and white, sound, 22 Min. 

Casting: Richard Selig; Kamera / camera: W. H. Heick, P. Jacquemin; Ton / sound: M. E. Dowd 

Courtesy of Documentary Educational Resources, Watertown, Massachusetts 

 

American anthropologist and filmmaker Robert Gardner, founder of the Harvard Film Study 

Center, was still a young student at the University of Washington in Seattle when he set out for 

Blunden Harbour to research a major film project about the Kwakwaka’wakw (Kwakiutl). He was 

inspired by Ruth Benedict’s studies of the Kwakiutl and by her teacher Franz Boas, the founder of 

the discipline of ethnological field research. The opportunity to make this short documentation 

arose during Gardner’s stay in the village. Blunden Harbour was Gardner’s debut film. The more 

extensive film project was never realized.  

Blunden Harbour (Ba’as) was a small harbor and reserve on the mainland side of the Queen 

Charlotte Strait in British Columbia. Gardner’s documentary outline describes the everyday life of 

the Kwakwaka’wakw, defined by a simple life on the water and fishing. The narrator tells of the 

legends of the Kwakwaka’wakw and describes a peaceful coexistence impacted by modernity but 

nonetheless defined by tradition.  

 

Caroline Monnet 

Mobilize, 2015 

Einkanal-Video, Farbe, Ton / Single-channel video, color, sound, 3 Min. 

Courtesy of the National Film Board of Canada 

 

The short film collage is a montage from the holdings of the archive of the National Film Board. It 

was established in Canada in 1939 and has the task of promoting projects that give expression to 

the culture and society of the country. Its archives are correspondingly wide-ranging. For the 

initiative “Souvenirs,” the organization invited four Indigenous filmmakers to address questions of 

identity and representation using existing material, to interpret the history of Canada, and to 

portray it anew from their specific perspective. 

Algonquin-French artist Caroline Monnet takes the viewer on a journey from the far north to the 

urban south in images that illustrate the interplay between tradition and modernity. A tree is 

felled, stripped of its bark, a canoe is built, and there are rapid trips across the water time and 

again, initially using a paddle, then motorized. The idea of progress is conveyed by the driving 

sound of throat singing by Inuit performer Tanya Tagaq, whose piece “Uja” lends a particular 

urgency to the rapidly edited sequence of images. 
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Lisa Jackson (Dir.) 

How a People Live, 2013 

HD-Video, Farbe, Ton / HD video, color, sound, 59:05 Min. 

Courtesy of Moving Images Distribution Society 

The film was created as a work commissioned by the Gwa’sala-‘Nakwaxda’xw First Nation, 

whose members were forcibly resettled by the Canadian state in 1964. They had no choice but to 

move from their ancestral land on the coast of British Columbia to Tsulquate, a newly established 

native reserve near Port Hardy in the territory of the Kwakiutl. 

Based on interviews and historical footage, Anishinaabe filmmaker Lisa Jackson vividly 

documents the history of this community, the traumas associated with resettlement, along with its 

consequences: hardship, disease, alcohol addiction, as well as the forced internment of children 

into a school-based re-education system. The film accompanies the members of the surviving 

community on a journey back to their homeland, during which they reconnect with their memories 

and traditions. 

 

TRIP INTO THE WILD 

From about 1910 until the late 1930s, some Toronto-based artists, driven by a newly awakened 

interest in authenticity and pictorial experimentation, left urban centers behind to hike, camp, and 

paint outdoors. Lakes and rivers have always served as a principal way for people to move 

across the vast land and into the dense woods of Northern Ontario. Traveling by canoe, these 

waterways opened up the country to these daring artists and allowed them to venture into the 

territories of the Canadian Shield. There they explored the sublime vistas and mighty rivers, the 

rolling hills and forests around the Great Lakes and into the Rocky Mountains. Facing the 

challenges of the terrain and braving adverse weather conditions proved to be a crucial aspect of 

their artistic identity. 

In Algonquin Provincial Park, Tom Thomson and J. E. H. MacDonald frequently painted canoes 

moored along the shores and natural dams of the park’s lakes and rivers, a reference to the 

remoteness of the locations they chose to paint. Traveling in groups, these artists spent the night 

in the open air, carrying their canoes overland in places that were not navigable, in search of new 

vistas over hills, lakes, and canyons that they sketched on site. Arthur Lismer and F. H. Varley 

captured such activities in their images, providing insights into the physical demands of these 

journeys. MacDonald and Varley depict small figures in their paintings that seem to be drowning 

in a landscape of cloudy mountains, rocky shores, and rushing water, and, above all, they show 

themselves painting on the shores of glacial lakes. They thus emphasize not least the 

perseverance and tenacity of this new, yet already legendary type of intrepid Canadian artist. 

This image of the artist as heroic explorer has persisted in the Canadian imagination, despite its 

colonial vestiges.  

GROUP OF SEVEN 

Founded in Toronto in 1920, the Group of Seven was a collective of painters that existed until 

1933, who sought to arrive at a modern perspective on the Canadian landscape. Their paintings 

were influenced by European movements such as Art Nouveau and Post-Impressionism, as well 

as the belief that direct contact with nature would inspire art. Bold compositions and lively 

rhythms, expressive brushwork, and powerful colors set their works apart from the academic style 

popular in Toronto at the time. 
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Three founding members of the group had been born and trained in England: Arthur Lismer, J. E. 

H. MacDonald, and Frederick Varley. The other four—Franklin Carmichael, Lawren Harris, A. Y. 

Jackson, and Frank Johnston—were Canadian by birth. Closely associated with the Group of 

Seven, albeit not formally belonging to it, were Tom Thomson and Emily Carr. There were 

changes in membership over the years. A. J. Casson, Edwin Holgate, and Lionel LeMoine 

FitzGerald joined the artists’ association later, and numerous male as well as female artists, such 

as Yvonne McKague Housser, were invited to participate in joint exhibitions. 

Although most of the artists actually lived in Toronto, their deep interest in nature drew them north 

time and again. Beginning in 1918, several future members of the group made the legendary 

boxcar trips, first to the Algoma region of Northern Ontario, and later along the north shore of 

Lake Superior: they took the train to reach remote places to paint and lived in a converted boxcar. 

It was from this bond with the land forged on these journeys, and their shared enthusiasm for it, 

that the Group of Seven eventually evolved. 

The well-organized, versatile collective possessed both business acumen and international 

ambitions. Several members came from commercial art backgrounds, and understood the 

importance of patrons and press coverage. They promoted their art in lectures, exhibited very 

frequently in Canada, as well as in the United States, Great Britain, and France. They used a 

distinctive signet as a trademark. The response of the public was mixed from the beginning. At 

first, quite a few were offended by the modernity of the paintings. Today, the artists are extremely 

popular in Canada; however, questions are increasingly being raised about whether they ignored 

the realities of their time. 

TOM THOMSON SKETCHES 

A passionate nature lover, Thomson devoted his short yet remarkable career as a painter to the 

Ontario landscape. His creativity reached its peak in 1917, shortly before he drowned that same 

year in Canoe Lake in Algonquin Park, where Thomson had also worked as a fire ranger and 

guide. After his death, he became something of a legend and his work was lauded as an 

expression of love for his country. 

In his oil sketches, Tom Thomson achieved tremendous expressiveness. He was regarded by his 

peers as the pioneer of a new, unconventional kind of landscape painting that is most apparent in 

his sketches. In the space of just five years (1912–17), Thomson created more than three-

hundred oil sketches, only several of which he would rework as larger canvases. The small-

format sketches on wood or cardboard were created during extended stays in Algonquin 

Provincial Park northeast of Toronto. Founded in 1893, this oldest national park in Ontario soon 

became a popular excursion and recreation destination for city dwellers due to its easy 

accessibility from Toronto and Ottawa. Thomson first visited the park in 1912 and continued to 

return every summer thereafter. While there, he drew and painted everything he found 

compelling. 
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As a matter of principle, Thomson painted the sketches outdoors. He had a wooden sketch box 

for this purpose into which multiple painting supports could be inserted to dry. At once easel and 

palette, the box was balanced on the knees while painting. The practical size allowed him to carry 

it on his backpack, or in a canoe on trips farther afield. Thomson would capture his subjects using 

quick lines and liberally applied paint, usually in just a few different colors. Tamarack (fall 1915), 

for example, is divided into four horizontal color fields at first glance. The impression of a row of 

trees standing out against the rest of the painting in vibrant orange is created only through 

jagged, vertical brushstrokes. A Rapid (fall 1915), by contrast, is a constellation of so many wild 

strokes and dabs of thick paint that the motif is only evident from a certain distance. The 

unpainted support shows through in many places and is also used to contour the pictorial 

elements. While his canvases are composed and ordered, the sketches have an intensity and 

immediacy in the way in which they play with variations in color and form. Their innovative 

approaches almost reach abstraction, which reveals an incredibly modern feel. 

LAWREN HARRIS 

As a leading member of the Group of Seven and one of its most well-known artists, Lawren Harris 

created an independent painterly oeuvre imbued with a mystical closeness to nature. His 

landscapes captivate with their radical painting style featuring reduced forms and two-

dimensional color application. In 1913 he co-financed the construction of a studio building in 

Toronto. It was the first of its kind in Canada and became the most important meeting place for 

progressive artists who wanted to break free of academic painting practices. Harris sought a new 

visual language for the depiction of Canada and in articles and essays often wrote about his 

desire to establish a specifically Canadian art and thus strengthen national identity. At the same 

time, his works reflect a lifelong pursuit of spirituality. In 1923, he joined the Toronto Theosophical 

Society, dedicated to principals that included the formation of a brotherhood of all people and the 

exploration of the higher forces at work in the world. Paintings such as Mt. Lefroy or Isolation 

Peak not only testify to a heightened awareness of the beauty of the country as a source of 

artistic inspiration and national identity, but they also served to convey transcendental and, not 

least, religious content. 

Over time, Harris increasingly moved away from a faithful depiction of reality, simplifying and 

abstracting his subjects instead. This approach is evident in his early 1920s paintings Above 

Lake Superior and Lake Superior. Views of the Arctic created around 1930, in turn, such as 

Grounded Icebergs (Disco Bay) and Icebergs, Davis Strait, reflect an interplay of the cool tonal 

range from icy blue to translucent white. Soon thereafter, Harris finally arrived at nonobjective 

painting.  

Lawren Harris, whose paintings received great attention and critical recognition, significantly 

shaped the genre of landscape painting in Canada at the beginning of the twentieth century and 

initiated debates on abstraction as well as the formation of a national artistic expression. Yet in 

more recent reception, the nationalism inherent to his ideas in particular has provoked frequent 

criticism. Not least, his “empty” landscapes support the colonialist narrative of a terra nullius—an 

entirely uninhabited territory. 
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LOGGING 

Today, with our perspective shaped by climate debates, global warming, the shrinking ice sheet, 

damage to forests, and various other environmental problems, we perhaps look with a certain 

sense of longing at the ostensibly unspoiled landscapes and regions painted by the Group of 

Seven, who came together based on their love of nature. Emily Carr thus wrote: “I spent all the 

time I could in the woods.” Canada truly impresses with the vastness of its landscape, and it is 

also one of the most densely forested countries in the world. But at the time of the Group of 

Seven, large portions of Canada had long since been subjected to industrial use. Logging 

boomed with enormous exports and the ongoing development of the production of paper and 

cellulose. The promotional film Big Timber (1935), commissioned by the Canadian government, 

reflects the enthusiasm for progress and prosperity that this branch of industry promised.  

In Canada especially, wood is an almost immeasurable economic resource. But the great critic of 

civilization Henry David Thoreau, an important reference for the Group of Seven, was already 

concerned: “It is remarkable what a value is still put upon wood even in this age and in this new 

country, a value more permanent and universal than that of gold.” He called for “opening new 

channels, not of trade, but of thought” and propagated a life in harmony with nature.  

Numerous paintings by the Group of Seven “celebrate the wilderness,” but traces of the use and 

exploitation of nature are at times also found in these works. Tom Thomson captured sawmills 

and chutes or dams for logs, for instance, in quite a number of sketches. Arthur Lismer depicted 

the rafting of timber. Mary E. Wrinch did not paint wilderness, but instead a landscape with a 

sawmill. Emily Carr dedicated herself to Reforestation, even titling one of her works thus, while 

Edwin Holgate portrayed an earnest, virile, hardworking logger who corresponds with the image 

the artists created of themselves as “men of the North”. 

MINING 

The industrialization of Canada was already undergoing a rapid boom at the end of the 

nineteenth century. The mining of natural resources in particular accelerated the advent of a 

modern era that would guarantee the prosperity of society, while also signifying the shift from an 

agrarian to an industrial nation. Mining supplied industrial society with the raw materials of iron 

ore, copper, nickel, gold, and silver that it craved.  

“This treasure-laden wilderness ... will inform our literature and art with a spirit of its own ... 

commerce and art are becoming allies,” wrote a prominent supporter of the Group of Seven. The 

pictures of this altered landscape, of mines and mining towns, to some extent belie the notion that 

Canada was characterized above all by vast, isolated regions and unspoiled wilderness—a myth 

that the Group was often accused of creating. The real irony is found in the imaginary quality of 

this vision, for: “Wilderness and capitalist modernity in Canada went hand in hand.” 
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Some pictures do actually reflect the complex role of art in the discrepancy between the myth of 

the wilderness and of industrialization, which did not guarantee universal and lasting prosperity. 

Yvonne McKague Housser captured the dreariness of abandoned Cobalt mines following the 

legendary Silver Rush. Franklin Carmichael depicted A Northern Silver Mine as an almost 

cheerful scene with clear lines and cold precision. Little of the much-vaunted belief in progress 

and the trust in an inexhaustible wealth of the wilderness can be seen in Lawren Harris’s 

paintings Miners’ Houses, Glace Bay and Ontario Hill Town. The dramatic scenes, with their 

strong contrasts and plunging lines, instead call to mind the stage sets of early Expressionist 

films. Harris, who began his career in 1908 with street scenes of the poorer districts of Toronto, 

here found his way back to social issues. In April 1925, during the bitter coal mining strike, he 

visited Glace Bay in Nova Scotia, at times to report for the Toronto Star. His stylized, theatrical 

pictures go beyond that idyll, yet they also avoid depicting the living conditions of miners in a 

realistic way. There is however one thing that unites the different genres: like the images of 

nature, mountains and forests, the industrialized landscapes are generally devoid of people. 

 

THE SINGLE TREE 

The image of a solitary tree silhouetted against a darkening sky and threatening clouds has 

become emblematic of the rugged yet steadfast Canadian settler identity. Resilient and 

unyielding, the pine endures and thrives in its harsh setting. It bends in the wind but does not 

break. The Romantic notion of a single tree is rooted in a long European tradition, and was 

reimagined in Canada in the 1910s and 1920s in the process of finding its own cultural identity. 

In an effort to capture the country’s distinctive natural features, Canadian modern painters sought 

to create a new pictorial vocabulary that awakened a sense of authenticity and pride. Trekking 

across lakes and hills, the windswept tree emerging from a rocky shore was a familiar, inspiring 

sight. It was exemplified by Tom Thomson in one of his last canvases, The West Wind—a 

painting that traveled extensively nationally and internationally. Over the past century, it has been 

reproduced in virtually every medium imaginable, cementing the mythical status of the solitary 

Canadian pine. Strongly stylized, Thomson’s depiction introduced a captivating visual language 

that rendered the tree distinctly emblematic. After his death, Thomson’s contemporaries further 

pursued this singular image, creating elegiac canvases such as Arthur Lismer’s Evening 

Silhouette Georgian Bay and Franklin Carmichael’s monumental jack pine in The Upper Ottawa, 

near Mattawa.  

NORTHERN LIGHTS 

The idea of the North was developed analogously to that of the “Wild West” in the United States 

and is key to a concept of Canadian identity based historically on a fascination with the remote 

regions of the country and, in terms of motifs, defined above all by the wilderness and the Arctic 

region in particular. This fascination finds expression not least in depictions of the northern lights 

(aurora borealis). Northern lights are caused by the interaction of solar winds and the earth’s 

magnetosphere. Related scientific theories were developed in the nineteenth century, but while 

the phenomenon can take on a wide range of forms, it has not been rigorously examined until 

recently— which contributes to the near mystic appeal of the northern lights as the subject of 

countless legends. Some Inuit believed them to be spirits of the dead playing ball with a walrus 

skull. Others feared them as lanterns of demons pursuing lost souls, or they were seen as a 

luminous divine being watching over the welfare of its people. The northern lights also sometimes 

represent a bridge to the afterlife. 
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Similarly, a painterly perspective into the cosmos reveals the transcendent qualities of the 

Northern Lights. It plays in a rather dramatic way with the association of the other-worldly, makes 

use of the opportunity for artistic experiments. Sometimes the northern lights seem to dance, yet 

other times they appear as green lights or hang curtains of light over the dark sky, such as in A. 

Y. Jackson’s Aurora from 1927. In turn, J. E. H. MacDonald cast his Northern Lights (1915–16) in 

various nuances of blue. These pictures of great simplicity can often barely be connected with the 

representational, and they search for the spiritual meaning behind the abstraction. Tom Thomson 

captured the northern lights in various versions again and again, for the first time in 1914. In 

Thomson’s sketches, which bubble with the pleasure of experimentation—as well as in his oeuvre 

as a whole—the depictions of the northern lights are incredibly innovative. They develop a 

powerful expressiveness as a result of their bold, impasto brushstrokes. There also seems to be 

a certain affinity with German Romanticism, since they speak of the feeling of being overwhelmed 

by the immeasurable. We encounter a radiance that reaches us almost from beyond the painting. 

 


