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Abstract

For over four decades, Jack Shadbolt's multi-
faceted career as a British Columbia artist and educator
has both enriched Canada‘'s cultural heritage and earned for
the artist a position of national importance, Few Canadian
painters surpass Shadbolt in terms of discipline and dedi-
cation, or in the mastery of the formal elements and
technical requirements of the craft. Over time, Shadbolt
has consistently broadened his artistic vision and refined
his form of expression, Today, Jack Shadbolt enjoys a
reputation as the leading painter on the West Coast and is
regarded as second only in stature to the much celebrated
Emily Carr.

This investigation atEempts to document Shadbolt's
career and, in particular, the personal and professional
experiences which shaped his painting from the early 1930's
to 1963. While the artist remains active to the present
day, the scope of this paper is confined to the afore-
mentioned dates in order to afford some measure of histori-
cal perspective. A broad range of Shadbolt's drawings,
paintings and mural commissions up to 1963 are analyzed to:
outline the formative stages of the artist's development
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117
and the evolution of his style; divide his work chronologi~-
cally into a series of major periods according to the form
and content of his painting; and, identify the primary
sources of his ideas and the chief influences on his work,
Attention is also directed toward the critical responses to
Shadbolt's endeavors and the process by which he achieved
national recognition. Overall, Shadbelt's career presents
an opportunity to explore how an artist's painting and
writing reflect the historical circumstances of a particular
time and place.

The number of critical studies devoted to Canadian
artists in the modern era is regrettably limited. As a
consequence, methodological procedures for such treatments
are employed in the main without the benefit of a widely-
accepted scholarly model. Through an examination of
Shadbolt's private papers, published statements and the
literature pertaining to his work, this discussion attempts,
in a modest way, to suggest one possible approach to critical

evaluation.
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CHAPTER I
YEARS OF APPRENTICESHIP: 1909 - 1938

Jack Leonard Shadbolt was born into a working-class
family, the second of five children, on February 4, 1909.
Shortly after his birth the family left the village of
Shoeburyness in the rural countryside of Essex and emigra-
ted to Cénada. _Upon arrival in British Columbia in 1912,
they made a brief attempt to settle in Nelson before
establishing permanent residenée in Victoria on Vancouver
Island. For the Shadbolt family,' life in the provincial
capital had its advantages and disadvantages. The city
had a far less pioneer character than the interior of the
province and its climate more closely resembled their own
native environment. In addition, the local population
was largely of English origin and they quickly felt at
ease within the community. Steady employment, however,
was difficult to f£ind and both parents had to struggle to
resume their respective trades. Sﬁadboltfs father, v
Edmund, gradually found work as a house-decorator and
paper-hanger, while his mother, Alice, worked at home as
a dress—maker.l |

.Despite a certain degree of economic hardship,

Shadbolt's childhood years were happily spent exploring



the beaches and woodlands around Victoria and in helping
his father in-fﬁe decorating business. In every respect,
he was a normal healthy boy with an easy'outgoing person-
élity. At schqol he was considered a good'studént'with
as much enthusiasm for amateur sports as for his studies.
To help support his education, he worked part—time with
the YMCA as an athletic director and park supervisor..
Shadbolt's early contact with the wisual arts was
not extensive and there 1is little evidence in his
conventional upbringing to suggest. the inevitability of
his decision to becqme an artist; The only pictures he
remembers from his youth were the colored reproductions
that appeared in magazines such as the Lady's Home Journal
and the illustrations in the mail-order catalogues popular
at the time. While his faﬁher occasionally tried his
hand at water colors, it wés through the-sign—paintiné'
business, a side-line to his father's work as ; house-
- decorator, that Shadbolt found an outlet fof hi; own
.nascent artistic inclinations. His skills in mechanical
drafting and lettering were further developed at Victoria
High School where he was enrolled in a technicgl programme
from 1922 to 1925. For awhile he considered pursuing a
career as a commerciai artist but was prac£ical enough to
realize that it offered few employment prospects and he
abandoned the idea in favor of continuing his education.

Upon completicn of his senior matriculation, he enrolled



in a general arts programme at Victoria College, an insti--
tution then affiliated with the Univeféity of British |
Columbia.

Victoria Coilegeyoffered Shadbolt the opportuniﬁy
to broaden his knowledge, make new friends and parficipate
in a stimulating cultural an@ intellectual environment.
~For the first time he discovered the world of literature
and the wvalue of libraries. He worked on student publi;
cations to improve his Writing and demonstrated his
administrative and organizational abilities as president
of the student council. .In addition, he took‘an active
role in the amateur theatrical productioﬁs of Victoria's
Little Theatre and as a member of the Fossils Club; a
local literary society.g

It was during these two years at collegé that
Shadbolt first became aware of ﬁhe latest developments in
Canadian art. This decisive occurrence was the result of
‘a combination of external influences: his friendship with
Max Maynard, as aspiring artist and fellow student; his
introduction to the accomplishments of the Group of Seven,
then causing a national furor over their landscape
painting; and his personal contact with Emily Carr,
Victoria's only nationally-recognized artist and the
woman destined to become the most famous painter in
British Columbia. All three had a profound effect on his

decision to become both an art teacher and an artist.



Born in India in 1903, Max Maynard came torvictoria
with his family in 1912. . He developed an interest in
modern painting, particularly Cezanne and the Group of
Seven, while studying to become an art teacher at Victoria
College.  In 1928 he held his first local exhibition and
shortly afterwards became an active member of the Victoria
Arts and Crafts Society. 1In 1936 he received the Beatrice
Stone award for the best painfing in the British Columbia
Annual Exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallery. Maynard
continued to work as a teacheriand painter on the West
Coast up to the time of his departure for the United
States in 1942. For more thanrten years, he was a close
friend and mentor to Shadbolt;'

When Shadbolt first met Maynard in 1926, his concep-
tion.of art was confined solely to its commercial applica-
tion and he had virtually no knowledge of art history.

It was Maynard who directed Shadbolt to read F. B.
Housser's significant monograph, A Canadian Art Movement:
The Story of the Group of Seven (1926).3 Maynard not only
enlarged Shadbolt's vision with respect to the possibili~
ties of art, but he also provided £he much-needed guidance
and encouragement for Shadbolt's first tentative efforts
at representational drawing. During the early 1930's

they sketched together in a variety of locations through-

out the southern region of Vancouver Island and, as late



as 193¢, Shédbolt was still reliant on Maynard's advice.
and criticism.4 ﬁaynard had already made the decision
to become an art teacher when he met Shadbolt.and it 'is
likely that this influenced Shadbolt in making a similar
choice.

Shadbolt and Maynard were not alone in their
admiration for the Group of-Seven. In fact, the general
impact of the Group on Canadian painting in the 1920's
and 1930's cannot be overestimated. More than just an
aggressive assembly of paintérs, these men were responsi-
ble for awakening the national consciousness to the idea
the Canadian images were worthy subject matter and that
their painting represented the birth of a genuine and
exciting interpretation of the landscape. Furthermore,
the controversy that developed over the Group's style
of painting-~a mixture of Post-Impressionism, Art Nduveau
and Expfessionisme—prompted much critical discussion and
generated a great deal of pubi!_icity.5 Consequently, the
general public became more interested in Canadian art and
somewhat more informed about the modern movements in
European painting.

For both romantic.and practical reasons, Shadbolt
and Maynard were filled with enthusiasm for this new and
progressive development in Canadian art. The Group of
Seven made field-sketching a glamorous activity. To paint

the Canadian landscape was a noble.undertaking, an affir-



mation of one's‘natidhal identitf;”and,.the more remote
the iogale; the more it seemed a heroic $truggle.: of
equal.importanée, ﬁhe G?oup éstabliéhed'the fact'éhat,
Canadian artists could achieve national acceptance in
. their own lifetime. While Victoria offered limited
encouragement for artists, Shadbolt and Maynard were
héartened by the prospect that other parts of Canada were
more15upportive and that'art‘promised at least some future
career possibilities. | ’

| Shortly after learning of the Group of Sévén, Shad-
bolt became acquainted with Emily Carr. When he first .
visited her studio in 1927, Carr's years of hardship and
isolation were finally coming to an end. ' Mortimer Lamb
‘ and Marius Barbeau had brought her work to the attentlon
of Eric Brown, Director of the National. Gallery, and he
included twenty-six of her paintings in an exhibition,
"Ccanadian West Coast Art, Native and Modern", thch
appearéd in Toronto, Ottawa and Montreal,in'thé fall of
1927.6' Carr travelled ﬁo the east for the opening of the
show and was warmly greeted by members of the Group of
Seven who greatly encouraged her to resume paiﬁting.
Upon her return.to Victoria, Carrx begah to work again
‘after a fourteen-year hiatus.' Her paintings of Indian
totems, swirling skies and forest interiors, done between
1928 and 1942, represented the gréatest achievement of

her career and firmly established her positioﬁ-as one of



Canada's leading modern artists.

Although Shadbolt never received-any formal training
from Carr, his contact with her proved to be a powerful
influence on his later development. He saw much of her
work during the 1930's and was inspired by her emotional
and romantic response to the natural landscape. Carr was
also responsible for introducing Shadbolt to the vital
artistic heritage of West Coast Indian art, a subject he
pursued at the Provincial Museum in Victoria and on
sketching excursions to Indian reservations on Vancouver
Island and the mainland. The mystique of the B. C. forest,
however, was the main theme he adopted from Carr. Through
her work, he learned to treat nature in an expressionistic
fashion, to ignore representationalrdetails and to concen-
trgte on creating a graphic record of the internal rhythms
of the forest.7 Much later he acknowledged his debt and
paid his belated respects to her in a series of charcoal
drawings produced on Hornby Island in the winter of 1968-
69 and entitled, "Homage to Emily Carr."

In 1927 Shadbolt entered the Provincial Normal
School in Victoria in order to gqualify as a teacher in
the public school system. At this time he had already
decided that, more than anything else, he wanted to
become an artist. He realized, however, that to achieve
this goal he would have to undertake a lengthy apprentice-

ship and that critical recognition and public success



might forever remain an uncertainty. It would be nearly

impossible, he felt, to support himself solély'through

the practice of art. Like numerous other Canadian artists,

Shadbolt_chose‘tehching as a means to financial security

and as a logical adjunct to the development of his art.
From his first job as an art instructor with the

Duncan Consolidated Elementary School in 1928,  up to the

time of his retirement as Head of Painting and Drawing

at the Vancouver Schobl of Art in 1966, teaching was a

fundamental part of Shadbo;tPs life. It not only provi-

ded him with continuous employment throughout ﬁis career

but also kept him constantly involved iﬁ a stimulating

and ever-changing artistic environment. For Shadbolt,

the classroom became a forum in which to discuss theo-

retical ideas and the studio became a place to perfect

technique and experiment with néw forms of expression.

In a farewell address to the faculty and students of the

Vancouver School of Art, he stated: "It is I who am

the beneficiary of the years as a teacher; everything

I've learned about art has been by teaching it."8
When Shadbolt left Victoria in 1928 to accept his

first teaching position’' in Duncan his artistic efforts

had not progressed beyond the commercial designs of his

high school and college years. He-héd yet to draw from

life and lacked even a basic knowledge of the fundamental



principles of_composition, color harmony and perspective
rendering. The little he knew of the Group of Seven or
modern French painting came only £from reproductions;

Whét he had seen of actual canvases was 1imi£ed to the
work of Emily Carr. As an art teacher he had the oppor-
tunity to learn along with his students, but he realized
that if he were to fulfill his ambition to become a
serious artist he would have to undertake formal: instruc-
tion and acquire a first-hand knowledge of the wider +
world of art. The lengthy apprenticeship which occupied
him for the next ten years included taking éourses from
the leading artists and art educators in British Columbia
and extensive travel and study in eastern Canada, the
United States, England and France. Consequently, his
development as an artist followed a slow and methodical
course. In fact, he did not begin to find hiSEOWn
personal direction until he had experimented with various
mediums and explored a number of the diverse téndencies
present in modern art.

In the late 1920;5, Vancouver began to experience
its first period of dynamic_growth in the field of wvisual
arts. The Bfitish Columbia Society of Fine Arts and the
British Columbia Art League had joined forces with the
municipal authorities to assist and support the creation
of an institutional basis for art. This was accomplished

in less than a decade with the establishmeﬁt of the



1o

Vancouver School of Decorative and Applied Arts (1925),
the Vancouver Galiery (1931), and the imporfant but short-
lived British Columbia College of Arts (1933-35).° -While
a numbér of concerned individuals and priﬁate enterprises
- were actively involved in the promotion ¢f art and artists, .
the crucial and enduring sponsorship of art remained
under the direction of the Vancouver School of Art and
the Vancouver Art Gallery. Consequently, the officers
and faculty of these respectiﬁe civic institutions were
the instrumental force in the establishment and mainten-
ance of a progressive climateifo: the arts. Although
Vancouver was not yeﬁ a cultuéal rival to Toronto or
Montreal, it could no longer Ee considered as a provin-
‘'cial backwater. In fact, art was qﬁiﬁkly be&éming a
permanent part of the cultural life of the city and,
witﬁin twenty years, Vancouver had become an important
centre in Canada for modern painting. v
Several factors led to Shadbolt's decision to make
Vancouver his home. To begin with, the city offered
employment opportunities not available to'a teacher of
art on Vancouver Island. Furthermore, the city presented
instructional and exhibition facilities unique to Western
Canada at this time. Shadbolt's fruitful association
with the Vancouver School of Art proved to be of lifelong

consequence to the artist, first as a student and later
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as a faculty‘member,‘ Similarly, the Vancouver Art Gallery Wr-n"k

'fuhc£idhed as an immediate and;réceptiﬁe forum for his-
work. It not“only promoted his public“exposure,kbut also
advanced his artlstlc reputation on the West Coast. Fdf
over four decades, Shadbolt s strong afflllatlon w1th the
Gallery has been ev1denced by the fact that hardly a year
has passed without an exhibition of his painting; Addi~
tionally,‘his participation in the wider cultural affairs
of the éity through such activities as drama, poetry
readings and public lectures éontributed to his sense of
pefsonal attachﬁent to Vancouver.

From 1925 onwards,'the staff of the Vancouver School
of Art were the .leading painters of the West Coast and
assumed a vital role in the teaching of visual arts.
Charles Scott (1886-1964), the first director of the VSA,
was the man responsible-for'bringihg together the first
faculty of highly talented individuwals. .In 1927, Scott
managed td'attract to Vancouver Frederick Varley (1881~
1969), one of the Group of Seven and the first member to
separate from that close-knit fraternity.10 éome critics
regard Varley's nine year stay in Vancouver as one of the
"high points of his illustricus career.ll - Given Varley's
charismatic personality and his position as Head of
Drawing, Painting and Composition at the School, it is
not surprising that he was lionized and quickly colleﬁted

a number of devout followers. ‘Even an accomplished painter
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such as Scoit was deeply‘influenced by Varley's p;esende:l‘
Varley@s greatést impact, howeﬁéf,‘was his effeqt on

J. W. G. (Jo%k),M#cdonald (1897-1960) . Prior to his
arrival in Vancouver, Macdoﬁald worked only in éomﬁercial
design and had neve? painted. Undér-varley's guidance,

he rapidly learned the landscape style of the Group‘of
Seven gnd, by 1936, had progressed foward a highly personal
form of abstraction:l? Along with William Weston (1879- _.‘
51967)h,the'only othe; major Vancouver-based artist, these
individuals are riotable for théif commitment to. teaching
and the fact that they representéd the vanguard of modern
'painting on the West Coast. ‘Significantly, they all

became fouhding members of The Canadian Gfoup of Painters
in 1933.13

| Between 1929 and 1932 Shadbolt's artistic training
came under the direction of each of these artisps. Hé
first met Weston when he enrolled in the Departﬁent of
Education Provincial Summer School for Teachersl which he
attended in Victoria during the annual vacation in 1929
and 1930. Born in England and trained as an academic
painter, Weston had emigrated to Vaﬁcouvernin 1909‘to
accept a posifion with the Provincial Normal School. 1In
the 1920's, Weston became an ardent follower of the Group ,
of Seven and instructed his students in the Group 'method’
of-field—skefching.l4 While Shadbolt considered Weston

a competent teacher and eagérly responded to his lessons



'on drawing, he found working directly from nature a

difficulﬁ task and it was not until the-second year of

. study that hé felt=éonfident-enouéh to cdmpiete a séries
of créyon sketches of_WeSt Coa;t Indian masks. In time,
WéSton!s'instruction was of particular value in helping
S#adbolt reduce the physical enormity of the British

Célumbia landscape to a manageable pattern of rolling

"CQntours and studied rhythms;—an approach characteristic
o# the Group of Seven. In the summer of 1931, Shadbolt

: : .
made his first effort at applying these lessons when he

aécompanied Max Maynard on a camping trip in the Cowichan

Valley. His initial experience of sketching in the
|

| . A
wilderness produced in him a "tremendous excitement over
| :

the huge rhythms of this desolated country, black stumps,

dusty earth craters and rolling hills."15 Five years
|

later, these drawings were re-worked into oil canvases

and included in his first one-man exhibition at the Vancou-
|

ver Art Gallery.
: Having returned to Vancouver in the Fall of 1931,

Shadbolt enrolled as a part-time student in Varley's
| .

céurse at the Vancouver School of Art. Initially, Shad-

bdlt's contact with this accomplished artist proved less

¢

than successful as he was unwilling to become a Varley
disciple and generally avoided the faddist ideas of

transcendentalism, theosophy and mental philosophy

associated with varley's circle.l6 More importantly,
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'Shadbolt founé Varley's”claésfoom instruction"somsﬁhatlf
béwildering and was dissatisfied with his firéthserious e
attempts at anatomical drawing. In'private.conversations,
however, Vérley was instrumental in discoﬁragipg Shadbolfwéi“
.interest in the fantastic architectual concepts of Hugh

17

Ferriss. Before the year was over, Shadbolt had come

to appreciate the poetic mood and feeling for the land-
scape expressed in Varley's paintings.l8 In a summer
.session conducted by Jock Macdonald on Hornby Island in
1932, Shadbolt attemptedlto introduce into his oil sketches
some of the lyrical quality and expressive technique found
in Varley's work. -

Throughlother courses at the art school, Shadboit
developed his technical skills. Charles Scott offered
“him valuable aésistance in handling pfobléms'of composi-
tion such as the triangﬁiation éf points and the rélation—.
ship of angles within the picture plane. He worked with
yHarr§ Tauber, a visiting lecturer and formerly a mémber of
the Vienna State Theatre. From Tauber he received his
introduction to stage desgign and-a brief exposufe to the
ideas of Cubism and Futurism.>’ A

By the end of 1932, Shadbolt's knowledge of art
was considerably expanded through journal study and.art
instruction. As a teacher at Kitsilano High Schooi he

conducted innovative experiments 'in creative art work,
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ingluding tﬁo grﬁupiﬁuréi pfojects with his students. His
own work,~£p,this time, was generallyllimifed to lino-
block prints and drawingéb howevei, he had?made:some ténta—_'
tive efforts at landscape painting ahd éxpreséed.a érowing
intgrestAin modern art. This year was of fur£her_importance
to Shadbolt in that it marked the first public showiné of
his work. ﬁe participated in the All—Caﬁadian Exhibition
at the Vancouver Art Gallery in May, entering two prints
entitled, "Desolation"” and "Rhythmic Roots."20

By the spring of 1933, the effects of the Depression
were increasingly apparent in Vancouver, Thé.only job
Shadbolt could find was tempdrary work in the construction
field and, with few prospects for continued employment,
he decided toluse the money he had saved from teaching
to accompany two friends, John Pollock and Alex balphéist,
on a motor trip to see the Chicago World's Fair. As he
later xemarkéd in explaining his resolve to‘tra§el at this
time, "I decided, well, I had nothing to lose, i couldn't
get any work anyway. Had I got a job, I probablf would
have been too cautious to risk going away." Th; devasta-
tion caused by the Depressibn waé even more app;rent to
" Shadbolt duriﬁg his journey across the Upited States.

What he saw was a "social system shaked by the roots,"
a2 nation deeply divided by ideological, economic and racial

issues. 22 Enroute, he witnessed the plight of the farmers

and the factory workers and was horrified at the awful



poverty. Breadlines were commonplace and everywhere

. 16

unemployment was paihfully evident. In New York, he read i

the'prociamations of the John Reed Club and became aware

of the grPWing,popularity of Marxist ideas among  young

American artists. Yet he found himself unable to support

the call for social revolution. As he later wrote:

Something in me wouldn't let me take part politi~

cally in that kind of way. I was too, I suppose,
romantically idealistic and not realistic enough.
_But at any rate, I got a real exposure to-the whole
ideology of it.. . . and all of. this made the inter-
pretation of events gery much more real then I could
have imagined . . .

Although deeply moved b? the prevailing social
conditions, Shadbolt direéted all of his energies toward
the study of art. Fortunately; his visit to the United
States coincided with the first great outpouring of.
American painting in the twentieth century. In the early
1930‘5, art captured the imagination of the nation and
became the subject of much public discussion, flamboyant
rhetoric and massive publicity. Museums and galleries
increased in number and size and devoted more space and
coverage to American artists. The whole system of patron—
age underwent extensive change. Corporate business and
educational institutions commissioned murals on an:
unprecedented scale. And, in response to the deepening
crisis caused by the Depression, the federal government

inaugurated programmes such as the Public Works of Art

Project and the Federal Art Project in order to provide
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financial support for thousands of artists..24

Undoubtedly, the most popular and widely publicized
movement of.the decade was‘American'RegionaIism. ~The four
artists recognized as the leading figures in this mbvement
were Thomas Hart Beﬁton, John Steuart Curry, Grant Wood
and Charles Burchfield. While they shared few stylistic
similarities, they all focused on rural life in the Mid-
West, the heartland of the nation, énd.theif paintings
became a dynamic force in promoting the idea of an
indigenously American subject matter for art.-

Regionalism, however, rgéresented only one of.a
number of major developments iﬁ American painting occur-
ring at this time. The impact of the Mexican muralists,
Diego Rivera and Jose Clemente Orozco, was equally
aﬁparent and even more controversial. Their large-scale -
commissions in the United States made many young American
artists conscious of painting as a vehicle for social
protest against injustice, economic inequality and racial
discrimination.

From a political viewpoint, the social realism of
the Mexican muralists and their followers in the United
States was in direct opposition to the American Regional-
ists. The former embraced a leftist, Marxist ideblogy'
and called for violent social upheaval, while the latter
espoused a conservative, isolationist position based on

a resurgence of the traditional values associated with
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Ameriéé's agrarian ﬁast. Both, however, fepresented a
genuine response to the economic, political and social

. calamities of the times and were closely related in terms
of aesthe-tics.25 Each group renounced the notion of art
for art's sake and aisavowed any connection with European
modernism., Furthermore, they both employed illustrational
realism in order to communicéte easily with a mass audience
and, to this end, they frequently revived the technigques
of the Italian Renaissance.26 Great emphasis Was'placed
-on good draftmanship and all #he devices of academic illu-
sionism; even tempera became a popular medium.

The regionalists and the social realists exerted
the greatest influence on Shadbolt and, in a number of
locales, he had the opportﬁhity to examine their work in
depth. At the Chicago World's Fair, he was overwhelmed
by Benton's massive mural in the Indiana State Building.
Crossing the United States, he saw Rivera's murals in
San Francisco and Detroit, and in New York he viewed the
work of both Rivera and Orozco. Together, these artists'
works generated in Shadbolt a lifelong intérest in mural
painting.

While the American and Mexican muralists captured
Shadbolt's imagination, he did not ignore the work of
other American artists. In an article written in 1948,
when he was again studying in New York, he summarized the

majorievents and identified the figures - -who contributed
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to -his development:

The controversial Diego Rivera mural Man at the
Crossroads of Civilization had recently been removed
from the lobby of the Radio City building and he was
painting his New Workers' School mural free in
retaliation. Orozco had just completed murals in the
New School and likewise Benton who had also produced
his monumental mural record of the Hoosier State for
the Chicago World's Fair where a magnificent art show
had just concluded. Sequiros had a manifesto on 57th
St. for a monumental motional plastic for outdoor
murals. The John Reed Club was active. The Scotsboro
trials had not been long concluded. Tobacco Road was
on the boards. George Grosz was an American discovery
and Gropper was making his excoriating lithographs.

* * Boardman Robinson and Art Young were legends. Peggy
Bacon was active. The impact of Mexican school was
terrific and the emergence cof the midwest school gave
a hope for a great American renaissance.- Craven .was
rehearsing his heavy brass for the overture to Men
of Art and the PWA project was reaching full stride.

+B8teiglitz was alive and kicking. Georgia O'Keefe was
a rave. Peter Blume's 4dbove Sceranton had won the
Carnegie International. Marin was turning out his
exciting newMaine watercolors and jazzing up his-
frames with a collage of metals and textures to extend
the dynamic lines of his pictures outward. The Museum
of Modern Art had recently been formed and the Bliss
collection was open to the public. §§lvador Dali was
being shown here for the first time.

Concurrent with this exﬁosure tO-contempérary paint-
ing, Shadbeolt received his first introduction to important
collections of historic European art. At the Chicago
Institute of Art and in the exhibition held forfthe World's
Fair, he saw a good selection of Impressionist’ and Post-
Impressionist canvases. Of particular interest to Shad-
bolt was the work of Cezanne, an artist whose style and
technique he later attempted to imitate. During his six-
moﬁth stay in New York, he spent a considerable period of

time at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, copying and



analy;ing in line drawings the works of El Greco and
Rembrandt and the frescoes of the early Italian Renaissance
masters. In time, Shadbolt would conFinue'his efforts to
perfect his drawing in the classical manner. And, through-
out his career, he would recall again and again these
formative experiences of his youth.

Between September and December, 1933, Shadbolt
' interrupted his travel throught the United States to visit
Toronto. During his stay in the city, he made an unsuc-.
cessful attempt to find employﬁent as a commercial artist
but did manage to acquire a temporary position as a night-
school instructor in drawing a£ the Danforth Teéhnical
School. Fortunately, Shadbolt was on hand to witness a
new development in Canadian art. Earlier in the year,
the Group of Seven was dissolved in order to create a
larger, less exclusive, exhibiting organization which
adopted the name of The Canadian Group of Painters. 1In
their first Canadian show at the Toronto Art Gallery in
November of 1933, the twenty-eight founding members of
The Canadian Group of Painters were joined by twenty-five
guest contributors in an effort to'represent the broadest

28 Unfortu-

possible range of contemporary art in Canada.
nately, the Canadian Group did not stimulate the growth
of a more modern approach to painting; up to the time it -
was dissolved in 1969, its principal function was as a
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national exhibiting society. 'As Paul Duval remarked in

i



his hisfory of the Canadian Group: "During the thirty-
'six years of its existence it played host to virtually
every major contemporary artist. All of the pivotal
figures of those decades were to exhibit with The Canadian
Group of Painters, many of them coming to national atten-

tion for the first time through it."30

Shadbolt's first
exhibition with the Group came in 1940, and ten years
later he became an official member.

While Shadbolt considered the Toronto show of 1933
as mostly a dull repetition of the landscape style of the
Group of Seven, he greatly enjoyed meeting Lawren Harris
and seeing Emily Carr again during her bfief visit to the
East. The importance of these two artists on Shadbolt's
youﬁhful style is evident in the first drawing he had
reproduced in print. Entitled "West Coast Impressions"
it appeared in the November, 1933, edition of Canadian -
Forum, a leading literary journal.31 The work of both
Harxris and Carr can be seen in the emphasis on the sculp-
" tural qualities of the tree-stump and in the rigid
styliéation of the drawing. Furthermore, the faceted
cuts on the sides of the stump and its truncated top
suggest the stepped-back design of a skyscraper'and can
be related to the architectural drawings of Hugh Ferriss.
In effect, this work is an odd mixture of elements, neither
wholly representatiqnal nor abstract. Although Shadbolt's
later.works far surpass this'dfawing in originality and
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technique, the étrong gréphic quality already eviaent in
1933 remain; a lifelong characteristic of his art.

.Sshadbolt's year of travel in the United States ahd
Canada yielded numerous benefits. lIt not only helped him
overcome his sense of provincial isolation but also enabled
him to escape the narrow confines of the "national" style
of landscape painting in which he had been trained. While
the American and Mexican muralists made him realize that
pure landscape painting was out of touch with the economic,
social and political conditions of the Depression decade,
he also became-aware of other equally appealing alterna-
tives, such as the surrealism of Salvador Dali and Pé&ter
Blume, the precisionist style of Charles Sheeler and the
abstract creations of John Marin, to name only a few.
_Furth;rmore, he had the opportunity to explore some of
the historical foundations of modern art, from Post—
Impressionism and Impressionism all the way back to the
Renaissance. Although Shadbolt ended his year 6f study
filled with enthusiasm over the variety of directions he
could pursue as an artist, he still lacked the fechpical
skill and artistic knowledge to completely assimilate
these influenées. Consequently, he was slow to register
the full impact of this experience.

Upon reutrning to Vancouver in 1934, Shadbolt
resumed his position as an art teacher at Kitsilanc High

School and commenced a crowded Ehree-year period of



teaching, lecturing, organizing art activities and further
private study. Through the Carnegie Art Collection and
the library at the University of British Columbia he
continued to broaden his knowledge of contemporary and
historic art. Of notable interest at this time were the
modern European artists Picasso, Matisse, Nolde, Pechstein
and Kokoschka, the drawings and frescoes of the Italian
Renaissance, and the newly-discovered art of Africa and
Pre-Columbian Latin America.32 Mural painting continued
to hold his attention; he lectured on the subject at the
Vancouver Art Gallery and contemplated travelling to
Mexico at some future date to study under Rivera.33
There is no unifying theme or singular style evi-
dent in Shadbolt's drawings and paintings from the period
between 1934 and 1937. Rather they suggest an artist
striking out in a number of different directions all at
once, freely experimenting with the various styles of art
he had encountered in his travels. Surrealism was one of
his first interests. The West Coast Indian masks he had
previously sketched at the Provincial Museum in Victoria
were now given bizarre settings to make them appear as
dream images. In works with specific titles, such as
"Memory of a Forgotten Song," "Electric Chair" and "Fallen

Angel," he injected literary overtones into his surrealist
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creations and described his approach as "bleak and involved"
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and tending toward "erotic satire." Shadbolt imitated
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the dézzling watercolors of John Marin in “Mémory of New“
York," a cubist type of abstraction in which the naturql
forms of ﬁuildings are shattered in order to communicate
a sense of the tempo of urban life. Reproductions of
Picasso's beach figures provided him with a model for a
more abstract conception of the human form. Other
derivative works from this périod include paintings of
0ld4 barns in the manner of A. Y. Jackson, sketches of
sheds and dilapidated houses after Charles Buréhfield,
and fantastic flower themes sét against a naturalistic

" landscape inspired by Marc Chagall.

Along with drawing and painting, writing now became
an important outlet for Shadbolt's creative energies. In
1934, he wrote and éroduced a play entitled "Noon Whistle"
which failed to elicit any favorable critical response.
The following year he attended a course in modern poetry
conducted by Hunter Lewis at the University of British
Columbia and immediately began to write poetry. Many of
. his poems from this period were subsequently published at
a much later date in an illustrated volume, Mind's T 61971).'

In October, 1935, Shadbolt moved to Point Grey
where he rented his first studio and "settled down to a
prolonged creative session full of thoughﬁs of 'epic

35 Such romantic notions

grandeur' and 'sombre passion'."
were directed towards a series of o0il paintings of the
B. C. landscape upon which he was presently working. He

3
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used.his drawings of the Indian Reserve near Duncan and
sketches of thé Cowichan hills, done in the summer of 1931,
as cartoons—for twelve large canvases which he included in
his first one-man exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallerf
in October and November, 1936. Unfortunately, the only
information on these paintings are the remarks of a critic
writing for a local newspaper: "The colors are vivid and
the realism in some cases is made secondary to impreésion—

36 While no mention is made of the sixteen water-

ism."
colors also in this show, the same author found Shaﬁbolt's
fifty drawings praiseworthy. Alfhough the exact nature of
most of these drawings and paintings is unknown, a consid-
erable number of them were of Vancouver's industrial sec-
tion and done under the influence of Burchfield, Rivera
and Blake. Shadbolt referred to these works as images of
"dark satanic milis" and tﬁat they represented the
"classical industrial landscape documented in ail of its
mechanical detail."37 One example of this fypeiof work

is "Concrete Mill, False Creek" (1936), a pencil sketch

of a few dilapidated buildings and. old machinery.38 In
this drawing, Shadbolt revealed an equal concerh for the
formal character of pictoriél representation which he
derived from Cezanne. The entire composition is made up
of patterned and repetitiye shapés that are intended to
create a sense of formal unity through the relationship of
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planes and directional angles. This cross-1inking of
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parailel planes, rather than volumetric modeliing,
éstabliShes a'sense of spatiél depth. Shadbolt described
this eclectic mixture of subject matter and formal tech-'
nique as "the heritage of Cezanne grafted on to American
realism."40

In the summer of 1937, Shadbolt returned to Victoria
to teach an art course for the Department of Edﬁcation.
At this time he had accumulated sufficient savings to
finance a year of study outside of Canada but had to
‘decide during the summer where exadtly he wanted to go.
For several years he had considered the'idea of going to
Mexico to apprentice with Riéera and had corresponded with
Pablo 0O'Higgins, Rivera's assistant, concerning the
necessary arrangements. Once away from the harsh reality
of Vancouver, however, he found that his enthusiasm for
social commentary had subéided and that he was ﬁow more
interested in resuming his attémpts at landscapé painting.
Two factors contributed to this change of direction. 1In
Victoria, he renewed his acquaintance with Emily Carr and
was greatly impressed with her later work. And; at the
end of the summer class, he accompanied some friends on
a two-week boat cruise through the Gulf Islands. Each
helped rekindle his desire to paint the magnificent scenery
of the West Coast. Along with this change in subject
mafter, Shadbolt became increasingly preoccupied with

mastering formal technique. From his study of Post-



Imgréssionism; pérticularly the work of Cezanhe, he had
come to appreciate the importance of a knowledge of color-
theory and the emphasis on the structure of a painting
for its own sake. He already understood these ideas on
an intellectual level but felt that he needed more
instruction in refining his technigue and in gaining
greater control.over the medium. For Shadbolt, French
Post—ImpressioniSm triumphed over Mexican and American
social realism, at least for the time being. When he left
for England on August 21, 1937, he wrote that "the final
choice between the romantic, turéid, expressionistic,
social approach, and the classical, austere and dispas-
sionate one had been decided upon.“41 .
Shadbolt's decision to study first in England
rather than France came as a result of his introduction
to two British visitors who arrived in Vancouver on
separate occasions less than a year before his departure
for Europe. 1In the fall of 1936 he met Marian ﬁichardéon,
a noted art educator, while she was travelling through
western Canada with the London éounty Council Children's
Show. They became friends after Shadbolt accombanied her
on a number of visits to loéal schools where she lectured
on creative methods of teaching art. Several months later
he met Eric Néwton, an art critic for the Manchester
Guardian, when he spoke at the Vancouver Art Gallery.

Newton commended Shadbolt on his art programmes at Kitsi-
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lano High School and was impressed by the fact that his
was the only classrogm in Canadg where he had seen repro-
ductions of Picasso and Matisse on the wall.42 ‘Shadbolt
- corresponded with Richardson and Newton after.they
returned home and both continued to urge him to consider
studying in England.

Upon his arrival in London in September, 1937,
Shadbolt féllowed Marian Ridhardsonﬂs advice and enrolled
in the Euston Road School of Drawing and Painting (1937~
39). Despite its short-lived existence, the School was
highly regarded and had many notable intelleétﬁal and
literary figures associated ﬁith it. Shadbolt was taught
by the three founding members, William Coldstream, Victor
Pasmore and Claude Rogers, all well-established British
painters. Herbert Read described the teaching of this
group of "master-paintexrs" as a "conscious protést against

"43 In

the tyrannical influence of the 'School of Barié'.
life drawing and painting from the nude, these artists
copied some of the mannerisms of Degas and felt that "an’
unprejudiced approach to the objective world" wés still
possible.44 Shadbolt partiqularly remembers Coldstream's
instruction iﬁ painting—--"a sort of rain-drop technigue
with little sable brushes, almost like Pointillism."45
Eventually Shadbolt found this approach too refined and

coﬁservative for his taste and he decided not to attend

the second term in- the spring. During his six-month stay
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in London, he ffequently visitéd the National and Tate -
Galleries wheré he studies and drew the works of Pollaiuolo,
della Francesca, $itian and Blake.

Early in 1938, he moved to Paris to continue his
studies. He was not only thrilled with the museums and
galleries but was on hand to see the Paris Interﬁational
Exposition. Everywhere Shadbolt went he was surrounded
by art. At the Academie Grande Chaumiere, he jqined a
class with Othaﬁ Friesz, a notable Fauve painter. Two
months later he enrolled with Andre Lhote, a better~known

cubist and highly respected teacher.'46

Shadbolt considered
Lhote to be the most gifted teacher he had ever met and
felt he learned more with Lhote than he had with any other
artist. Lhote's extremely analftical approach to painting,
his emphasis on the work of Cezanne and Picasso and his
insistence on complete intellectual involvement, all |
appealed to Shadbolt. He credits Lhote with teaching him
color theory (how to modulate color by warm.and:cool
instead of light and dark) and the basic rules of composi-
tion (the opposition of straight lines and curves, the
clear arﬁiculatipn of planes through contour, mbvement

47 Shadbolt's most memorable

and rhythm in drawing).
experience during his year in Europe was when Lhote, a man
known for his harsh criticism of students, examined one
of Shadbolt's canvases and announced to the class that

u48

"this person has a concept of the nobility of form. It

was an accolade he never forgot.
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CHAPTER II
EARLY WORKS: 1939 - 1948

Wﬁen'shadbolt returned from Europe in the summer of
1938, he was nearly thirty yeérs old and had been studying
and teaching art for almost a decade. At this critical
juncture in his life two distant goals were foremost in
his mind: to develop his own éersonal approach as an
artist and to establish a reputation within the Canadian
artistic community. Remarkably, ten years later he was
on the verge of achieving both of these aims. By then he
had earned national recognition as one of the country's
important young painters and, by the early 1950's, he was
considered an artist of major stature.

For Shadbolt, the ten-year period from 1938 to 1948
marked a time of%trial and exploration. The form and
content of his art remained in a constant state of flux
as he adjusted to personal growth and a shiftiﬁg focus on
the objective world. Between 1938 and 1942, he concentra-
ted on traditional subject matter——stiil lifes, human
figures, street scenes, buildings and landscapes--while
. he gradually learned to apply the formal leésons of the
preceding decade. The next thfee years were spent on

documentary -drawings of -war-time activity and culminated



34

with a series of evocatiﬁe'watercolors of London bomb
ruins. After 1945 his work became less literal. He
began to introduce allegorical and symbolic elements into
his paintings, and by 1948 he was prepared to make the
transition to cubist abstraction.

Shadbolt established a growing reputation through
his large and numerous exhibitions of drawings and paint-
ings. In less than ten years, he held fourteen one-man
shows: one at the Laing Fine Art'Gallery in Toronto,
three at the University of Briiish Columbia and ten at
the Vancouver Art Gallery.1 Given the fact that each
show contained an average of férty or fifty wgrks, this
represented a substantial artistic output. In addition,
he annually participated in a number of regional and
national exhibitions through such organizations as the
British Columbia Soqiety of Fine Arts, Canadian Society
of Water Color Painters, Canadian Group of Painters,
Canadian Society of Graphic Artists and the Royai Canadian
Academy. His drawings and paintings appeared in major
centres in Canada and significant purchases were made by
the National Gallery, Toronto Art éallery, Laing Gallery,
University of British Columbia and the Vancouver Art
Gallery. As a consequénce, Shadbolt received an ever-
increasing amount of critical atténtion( .The Vancouver

newspapers reviewed all of his local shows and, after 1943,



feature articles and reproductions of his works began to
appear in national magazines and art periodicals.

At the same time, Shadbolt pursued his career as

a teacher. In 1938 he joined the Vancouver School of Art .

as an instructor in drawing and painting. On a part-time
basis, he taught courses for the Department of Education
‘and the University of British Columbia and gave lectures
at the Vancouver Public Library and the Gallery. During

three years of military service from 1242 until 1945, he

completéd a large mural commission for the United Services

Centre in Vancouver while on duty with the Canadian Army
Engineers and was later statioﬁed in England és Acting
Administrative Officer for Canadian War Artists. When he
.returned from London in 1945 he resumed his teaching
position and was appointed a senior staff member of the
Vancouver School of Art.

To understand Shadbolt's aesthetic and stylistic
development in the 1940's it is necessary to consider his
work within the artistic and intellectual currents which
formed him, and to examine the gradual evolution and
transformation of his art. Travel'and study not only
removed him from the narrow confines of his cultural and
geographic isolation, but made him aware of the major
movémemts'fh art on both sides of the Atlantic. Conse—

quently, his work cannot be judged solely within the

context of Canadian art but must be seen from a somewhat

35
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larger perspective.

For several reasons, Shadbolt rejected the extreme
positions advanced by modern movements in European and
North American painting in the 1920's and 1930's. European
"isms" were too intellectual, too dependent upon rigid
theories of fcrm and color, and did not directly relate to
the social and historical conditions of these troubled
decades. On the other hand, North American movements such
as regionalism or social realism were overly concerned
with national ideals or political protest. Caught in the
midst of these cross-currents of movements and counter-
movements, he was nevertheless unwilling to mindlessly
follow what appeared to be the latest vanguard trend. In
his search for a personal artistic idiom, he sought to
reconcile the figurative and landscape approach of North
American artists with the formal principles of European
picture-making. His eclectic borrowings included elements
from these modern traditions and an equal acknowledgement
of their historic precedents in the Renaissance and Baroque
periods.

Before turning to an analysis of Shadbolt's work
in the decade 1938 to 1948, some general observations can
be made concerning his method of approach. To begin . with, he
acceb%s his immediate surroundings as the factual basis
for his art and considers the field sketch an important

source for producing original and spontaneous creations.
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In going directl? to nature, he believes that the artist
is confronted with an infinite series of problems--selec-
tion of detail, vantage point, the connection and disposi-
tion of forms in space, and the two-dimensional nature of
the canvas. The act of drawing or painting is not only an
exercise in creative freedom but is also a vigorous
intellectual process requiring disciplined perception.2
Consequently, he believes that an artist needs a formal
strategy or concept of form to synthesize his experience
of particular configurations in the visible world into
effective and lasting images. While in individual works
the representation of objective forms and the presentation
of abstract ideas of form are of equal value, taken as a
whole, Shadbolt's subject matter is not so much the objec-
tive world as the artistic technique of rendering it in
pictorial form. For example, in describing his work
from 1938 to 1942, he wrote: "A formative period of
landscape and figure themes painted less as subjects of
literary interest than as vehicles for exploring form--
from the monumetal and static to the baroque and rhythmicf."3
Shadbolt's artistic production began in°earnest
upon his return from Europe in 1938 when he rented a new
studio in Point Grey and settled down to "a four year
period of working out accumulated ideas in native surround-
ings.“4 Prior to this time, most of his efforts had been

little more than student exercises, awkwardly conceived and



lacking in technique. No longer interested in these

experiments, he destroyed much of his earlier work. As

he recorded, his formal explorations were directed toward:‘-"

The rhythmic Florentine structural appréach,
experimenting constantly in pictorial construction,
striving for larger mass units and greater integration
between the parts; and, at the same time a continuous
study of color and its relation to plastic form,
working chiefly through Cezanne.

Simultaneously; he was attempting to master several dif-
ferent artistic traditions.- From the Renaissance and
Barogque periods he gained an appreciation of an expressive
and rhythmic use of line, a sense of monumentality, and
strong compositional devices. From Cezanne, and cubism
in general, he learned the modern dictates of plastic
values, abstract patterns, a geoﬁetric conception of space.
and the theory of color. Drawing was his principal means
of wofking from these sources and became, to'bo;row Hilton
Kramer's phrase, his “crucible.of style."6 In both studio
work and field sketches he used drawing as the chief poiﬁt
of departure for all pf his painting in oil and watércdlor.
and, as a teacher at the art school, he was able to devote
even greater scrutiny to life drawing.

The early drawings and paintings from 1558 to 1942
essentially divide into five ‘different types of subject
matter--portraits, sti%l lifes, nudes, urban scenes, and

landscapes. With only slight variations on a theme, all

of these works were the product of Shadbolt's "prolonged
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search for more intenée and egpressive rhythmic relations
between fofms."7 The small number of portraits mostly of
friends and students are not exact representations, but
are intended as more of a péychological interpretation of
mood and character. The technique varies, from the care-
fully drawn and solidly modelled "Max" (1938) and "Study
of Doug" (1939), to the single wavering "Line Drawing of
Rita" (1941).8 In each case, the faces are distorted and
stylized and take on a mask-like adppearance. As a subject
area, portraits never become aﬁ important concern and in
most of Shadbolt's later figurative work the human face
is treated either supérficiallf or as a caricature.

The still life compositionsr in general, are based
on simple ideas of "geometric solidity and Baroque transi-

tional rhythms.“9 In "Still Life"™ (1939-41), for example,

the dbjeéfs are rendered in full/volume in a tight centre
grouping and become animate through the proliferation of
rhythmic contours.10 Shadbolt's skillful handling of this
subject received recognition when his oil painting, "Still
Life with Cassaba Melon" (1940), won the Beatrice Stone
Silver Medal, an award for the bes£ painting in the 1l0th
Annual B. C. Artists. Exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallery
in November, 1941.ll
In a similar fashion, the studies of the nude are

also exercises in creating dynamic design. The alternate

clenching and relaxing of the péwerful muscles in "Male
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4

‘Nude" (1940) conVéy a feeling of monumental structure and
anﬁtomical tension, while the fofmal interpléy-of figure
and negative space in "Female Nude: (1940) suggest a.
state of rhythmic repose..12 No concern is showﬁ‘for
clasSicgl beaﬁty or any idealization of the form, the
sole emphasis is on the plastic and sculptural qualities

13 ‘wpeclining Nude" (1940) is one of

‘of the human figure.
the few works in this group with a complete background-
and painted in watercolor,l4_ In this painting; fhe
diagonal placement of the figure and the elongation of

the limbs clésely resembles BaroQue compbsitions, but, in
several respects, the sense of space is less illusionistic
and more modern. The uniform lighting and close-up focus
flatten"thehfigure against the picture plane and the
remaining épace is filled with forms that are related to
thé confours of the figqure. The flow of body fhythms.afe'
repeated in the-floral design and folds of the ﬁedspread,‘
setting up a progression of rhythmic recessibnsiwhich
culminate with the stacked pillows in the upper right-hand
corner. In the opposite upper corner, the head 'is turned
parallel to the picture plane and the angular Qﬁoﬁile.of
the face is balaﬁced by the horizontal lines of é sﬁall
shelf. A further extension of this integration of the
figure and its surrounding épace is evident in a crayon

sketch, "Pam" (1940), where the full-bodied rhythms of the

figure repeat the undulating forms of the natural landscape
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in the background.15

As an art school instructor, Shadbolt had daily
access to studio subjects and his portraits, still lifes
. and nudes were the logical outcome of his lessons in
teaching life drawing. However, these studies represent
only a small portion of his total artistic production
during this period, and by 1941, they were no longer
central to his work. From 1938 to 1942, the majority of
drawings and paintings are urban and landscape scenes and,
in characteristic fashion, focus on "the rhythms of organic
nature in counterpoint to the geometric masses of old
houses at the suburban edge."16 In all of these words,
the basic method for controlling and defining pictorial
space is a simple opposition of curvilinear and rectilinear
shapes which cross-1link and integrate the different elements
into a unified whole.

In oil paintings and watercolors Shadbolt addressed
the formal problems of pictorial construction, particularly
with respect to the use of color. The references to color
theory contained both in his notes and in his reviews of
his work, emphasize an indebtedness to late nineteenth
century French painting. In 1939 he mentions, in one
instance, a grouping of Renoir, Cezanne, Signac and Bonnard
and the "impressionistic use of watercolor--splintered

fragments of the color plane," and in another, the applica-




tion of "warm and cool color as a modelling agent."l7' The

following year he was at work on a series of "severe
canvases, reviving the Indian village themes, trying to

apply Cézannesque color plane modulations to more sombre

Canadian "landscape coldr."18

Re&iewers identified some of the characteristics
of Shadbolt's emerging style. In an examination of Shad-
bolt's work up to 13840, Charles Scott, Director of the
Vanéouver Séhoél of~Art.-and Shadbolt's: former-teacher,
summarized the artist's approaéh:

His main concern is with form, and the arrangement of
form, which is perhaps one ‘reason why his drawings
are more satisfying than his paintings. ©Not that he
is neglectful of color--there is abundant evidence
in his work of his sensuous enjoyment of it--but it
is not always used in support of his form.

A characteristic of his form is heaviness: it
is weighty and elemental, at times aboriginal. This
brings forth a quality of stylized distortion which,
in places, hints at Picasso and West Coast Indian
art, and in other places is Shadboltian caricature
at its fiercest.

Shadbolt's first recognition in a national magazine fol-

lowed his participation in a two-man exhibition with Eric

42

Bergman from Winnipeg at the Art Gallery of Toronto in 1941.

Graham McInnes, art critic for Saturday Night, observed:

Shadbolt's art owes a good deal to French contempo-
raries . . . He has that rich integrity of form, and
plasticity of paint which is their hallmark. But he
is working in a land that is vast and raw, and you.
can see this French approach stretching, like some
ligquid plastic, to deal with and confine a bigness in
subject for which it was not at first intended. The
fusion, so far as you can see, is perfect. Shadbolt's
is a new and authentic voice, owing nothing to the
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' Canadian landscape tradition, Xet for all that,
‘distinctively of this country. 0 '

Under the growing impact of the war Shadbolt shifted

his attention away from the pureiy formal explorations of
rhythmic contour and geometrié structure toward a closer
observation of the objective character of old buildings
and street scenes. In works like "Sign of the Golden
Sheaf" (1942)21 and "Abandoned Houses, Victoria" (1941),22
he refined his gfaphic technique in order to achieve a
~greater degree of linear precision; clarity of design and
accuracy of detail. Beginniné with ‘the series of drawings,
whe Occupation of Point Grey" (1942), he turned to docu-
mentarf images of more immediate and contemporary signifi-
cance. Numerous contributofy factors, both férmal and

personal, lead to this change.g3

The initial conception
behind the "Occupation" series developed out of his aware-
ness of the conflict overseas and the idea awakened his
interest in the artistic possibilities oflworking on a-
large group of drawings devoted to a specific theme.
Furthermore, in anticipation of his military enlistment,

he sought to prepare himself in the event that he could
serve in some capacity as a war artist. What would be
needed, he felt, was representational or documentary images
of ﬁilitary life and the activities of the Canadian Armed

Forces.

.The fifty drawings in "The Occupation of Point Grey“
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series represent Shadboit's own suburban district follow-
ing an imaginary aerial attack and invasion by enemy
forces. By setting the violent conflict against the
intimate backgrouﬁd of a Canadian localé, he attempted to
make war a personal experience: "fhe series is designed

to give a sense of ﬁostalgia for what the people of Point
Grey would miss if their homely surrounding were ever
invaded . . . and also to leave the impression of alertness

w24

in the homes of every community. The finely drawn

scenes are a mixture of stark realism and surreal fantasy.25
German soldiers prowl the streets and occupy the houses
while the bodies of dead civilians are strewn along the
sidwalks and in the gardens. The familiar elements of

. the urban scene--houses, corner stores, trees, telephone
poles, . backyards and mailboxeé——are recorded witﬁ vivid
~accuracy. Shadbolt desc;ibed the effect as "a feeling of
space and calm offset by sinister horror.“26 Other images
show a man hanged in a tree in the midst of huge sunflowers:
and the destruction of the air raid--the blasted houses

and smoldering ruins. His inspiration for this work came
from a variety of sources: the surreal stillness of the
scenes derived from De Chirico; Picasso's abstract master-
piece, "Guernica," provided the idea of the brutal and
mechanical massacre of civilians; and Goya's "Disaster of
War" series of etchings served as a model for a group of

related images on a war themé.27



' Fo;lowing his completion of the "Occupation" draw-
‘ings,rshadbolt enlisted in the army on‘ﬁovembér 23, 1942,
While finishing his basic traihing at Little Mountain Camp
in Vancouver he completeéd a group of drawinés.recording 2
the details of the architecture and equipment at the camp
and a number oflsatirical caricatures of his fellow recruits..
Shadbolt's work wés brought to the attenﬁion of General
Pearkes who secured his transfer first to the Pacific
Command Headquarters at Jericho Beach, mapping section,
and then on to the Camouflage Training Centre at Point
Grey, where he served on the demonstration sﬁaff. Here
he drew .and painted the vast.array of camouflage parapher-
nalié and the men at work building dummy field guns, air
. planes and trucks.28 |

After six months with tﬁe-Camouflage unit and while
awaiting the decision as to his appointment as én offical
war artist( Shadbolt requested.an extended leavé from
normal duties to undertake a large muial projec£ for the
newly redecorated United Services Centré in Vancouver. He
was assigned to the task in the summer of 1943 gy the
Co-Ordinating Committee of Apxilary-Services.

Shadboit's fascination with mural painting
originated ten years earlier and continued throughouf his
ﬁhole career. It began during his visit to the United

States in 1933 where he saw the work of Benton, RiVera

and Orozco. Their paintings not only provoked his interest
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‘ianenaiésance frescoes but also cbnvinced him of the '~
soéial significance and artistic value of large-scale
painting. Prior fo 1943, Shadbolt had worked on se?eral
other murals. Two panels were commissioned by Mortimer
Lamb and were exhibited in the Vancouver Art Galiery in
1941, One critic described them as similar in technigue
and "bizarre" in appearance, one depicting the "Lamb family
in a Chinesé setting with fantastic, awesome lions, the

29

other of fruit." The following year Shadbolt joined

with Paul Goranson, a well-known muralist in British.

Columbia, to paint two panels for the new Vogue Theatre. -

i

One feature made this project unusual--the owner specifieda
that they use-only ‘fluorescent paint which could be
illuﬁiﬁated with mercury-vapor lamps to give the effect of
neon. As a result, they were unable to represent any
spatial depth or volume and had to settle for a purely
decorative effect. One reviewer provided a general descrip-
tion:

' The panels, each ten feet by twenty feet high,
to go on the walls of the body of the theatre on °
either side of the stage. The composition of both
panels has the same basic structure and theme of
dancers descending a curving staircase. Mr. Goranson
deals with costumes of military derivations against
a classical background, Mr. Shadbolt's figures are
dressed with modern fantasy in "jazz" scenery. Of
course a compromise has been necessary on the part of
each artist in personal technique to ensure a 0
harmonious relationship between the two panels.

Although the theatre finally decided not to use the panels,

Shadbolt felt that the experienée was a valuable exercise
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and loeked forward to other similar opportuninies-

The mural fer the United Services Centre, referred
to as either "About Town with the Services" or "Vancouver
Streets by Day and Night," afforded Shadbolt his first
opportunity to work on a monumental public-endeevor.”
Considering the scale, the lenéth of time involved, and -
the lack of financial reward, the project was indicative
" of his formidable resolve to carry his ideas and technique
to a logieal conclusion. The theme and style of the mural
was a natural evolution of his extensive study of the
human figure and the urban landscape over the past five -
years. Over 250 individual figures in civilian and mili-
tary costume were represented and the variety of facial
types was broadly caricatured. In a satirical fashion he
included portraits of famous people such as Churchill and
Montgomery and one of Rehbrandtllooking in a milliner's
window. Shadbolt's passion for authentic architectural
detail, however, was the real subject of the mural. With
painstaking accuracy, he created both a visual document of
many of the recognizable landmarks of downtown Vancouver*
and a highly animated panorama of the urban tableau during
wartime. The final product took over six months to
complete and consisted of 8 paneis, 9' x 23', and 2 panels,
11' x 23', and covered 2,00d square feet of wall surface.31

*
(¢. P. R. docks, Aristocratic Cafe, Stanley Park Causeway,
Capitol Theatre, Hotel_Vanconver)



It was reputed to be one of the largest murals in'Western
Canada atvthat time, and the publicity it generated was
instrumental in gaining Shadbolt further national recog-
nition.32
Various aspects of the United Services mural -
revealed Shadbolt's debt both to the Italian Renaissance—-
particularly the linearity and subdued color of Piero
della Francesca--and to American painting in the 1930's.
Like Benton's "City Scenes" (1930)} he used a panorama
of urban images and a broad caricature of human types in
a celebration of contemporary iife. The technique,
however, was completeiy traditional. In keeping with the
Renaissance approach, all of the preparatory cartoons were
done in charcoal and later painted with-watercolor—tempefa
pigments. The scenes were cast under various forms of
artificial and atmospheric light in order to reproduce the

exact effects of different times of day, local conditions

and changes in the weather. The colors, predominantly
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half-tones of blue-grey and grey-green, remained subordinate

to the linear grid of the outline.’ An illusionistic
perspective was maintained throughout, with the figure
placement street level designed to give the spectator the
sensation of the picture plane as an extension of the space
of the auditorium. Life-sized figures appeared in the
foreground of each of the ten panels.

Shadbolt's highly documentary approach engendered



some criticism. Wélter Abell, a noted authority on Cana-
‘dian art at that time, commeﬁted that the "realism is

. perhaps somewhat literal for the hest integration between
subject and design" and that, in soﬁe instances, there
appeared ‘a lack of unity between this "dominant literalness

33 Nonetheless, Shadbolt was

and the satirical figurés."
generally satisfied with his execution of this large
undertaking. In a typically analytical fashion, he recor-
ded some of his concerns regarding the formal aspects of
this project:
 An increased respect for near-tone, near-intensity :=
relation of color; increased respect for clarity of
unit shapes of form; desire for tension in structure
and design; an awareness of significant detail in
building psychologlcal overtures; and the need for
a total form in which all parts are glven a consis-
tent kind of treatment. :
In March 1944, three months after completing the
mural, Shadbolt was transferred to Kingston, Ontarioc for
‘ further training with the Signal Corps. Initially it was
a period of uncertainty and dissatisfaction as he doubted
that he would receive a commigsion as a war artist and
the only works in production were igterile detailed

drawings of the barr_acks."35

On May 5 he received the
welcome news that he was to be sent immediately to the
Officer Training Camp at Brockville. Six weeks later he
graduated with the rank of lieutenant and was posted to a

position as narrator for the Historical Section of the

War Records Department in_Ottawa.
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Shadbolt's artistic production during his ten-month
stay in Ontario was limited to documentary drawings, prin-
cipally of fhe Prisoner of War Camp at Petawawa where he
. spent several weeks in QOctober, and watercolors of the
rural_landséape around Ottawa during the winter and
early spring. His interest in watercolors waé greatly
stimulated by his exposure tb the work of a number of
leading war artists. At the National Gallery in Ottawa
he saw the éaintiﬁgs of two of the foremost Canadians:
Will Ogilvie, famous for his aocumentation of the Italian
campaign, and Charles Comfort, a brilliant technician in
watercolor and oil, also renowned for ﬁis chronicle of the
war. In addition, he viewed a travelling exhibition of
four major British war artists--Graham Sutherland, Henry
Moore, Paul Nash, and John Piper--whose work he studied in
greater detail when he later arrived in'ﬁngland.36 His
acquaintance with their works no doubt provided him with
a greater strength and éase-inthandling the watercolor
medium and gave him a keenér perception of the demands
of war painting for a more symbolic form of egpression.
Before leaving Ontario Shadbolt had the opportunity to
meet Andre Bieler, an important figure in Eastern art,
and the legendary A. Y. Jackson.37 |

On February 15, 1945, he boarded a troop ship to

assume his post as Acting Administrator for War Artists

at the Canadian Military Headquarters in London. Shortly
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~after his arrival, he began a series of watercolors to
record the profound impact of the war on the urban environ-
ment, the sense of epic disorganization, and the stark
tragedy of civilians living in the midst of such devasta-
tion. Shadbolt considered these works as more than mere
factual records produced quickly under the pressure of
events; they were symbolic evocations of his personal
emotions. As he later remarked:

I had studied in London and Paris before the war and

when I returned to L.ondon as a war artist, I found

the bomb ruins inflamed me to anger and compassion.

I tried to record my feelings in these often hercic

but ironic monuments of rubble. I think I came near

to saying what I wanted to say about war--how mucg,l8

I hate its callous indifference to human meaning.
Amidst the ruins of London, Shadbolt felt that he had
' found the kind of potent image that could symbolically
express the human drama of wartime existence. For Shad-
bolt, these works represented the culmination ahd purifi-
cation of all his earlier romantic tendencias, iIn a
somewhat poetic manner he wrote:

It had been the 'doomed and the damned' of Gustave

Dore in 1931, Blake in 1933 in the barren tragic

hills of Cowichan, the icebound and barren shacks

from Jackson and Burchfield in 1935, the 'dark satanic

mills' of Granville Island from Blake in 1936, the

sombre sheds of the Cowichan Indian Reserve in 1938,

the strange old West End Vancouver houses in 1942, and

how the building itself, with no setting smashed and

de-humanized, as an epic symbol of desolation.?

From this statement, it is evident that a continual

strand of social consciousness was a motivating factor =

behind many of his works. Even in his earlier images of
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4

ufban and.rural écenes, the primary focus was not on ﬁan
but on his environment. The devastated city represented

a logical and unavoidable extension of this théme. His
past experience helped refine his ability to haﬂale w
architectural drawings. In a sense, the subject matter
converged with the formal tgchnique‘that-embodied it; the
form was the exact counterpart of thé idea. The expressive
realism of these paintings made them genuine statements

of an immediate event and lasting artistic creations.
‘Charles Scott eloquently remarked of these works that foné
feels that life itself has been torn and disorganized uﬁtil -
the very heavens weep at the dumbly gaping and protesting |
shapes.“40 In all, Shadbolt tompleted approximately
eighteen watercolors on the war theme in Loq@gn.4l In
addition to his depiction of the waflravagedggity he aiso
dealt with the pathetic victims--the wounded anq dismém—
bered soldiers, huddled masses of refugees, and:German
prisoners. on the whole, these works suggest é consider-
able growth of the artist's technique.and imaginative
powers.

Shadbolt's final months in England were-épent
working on a second series 6f watercolors inspired by*his
visit during the summer to the comparatively idyliic |
countryside of Cornwall. For the most part, they were

picturesque scenes of Cornish villages--the brightly colored

houses and harbors fiiled with small fishing boats. With
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fluid brush strokes, he "applied stark and cold color
washes, generally low in color intensity; within this grey
scheme, and in contrast to it, lie pockets of jewelled

w42 Such works aSH"Seagullé in the Harbor" (1945)

color.
and "Boats in the Rain" (1945) captured the atmospheric
effects of the local climate: "The quality of shifting
light, the sense of wetness in the atmosphere, and the

wet-pebble nature of the color scheme, all built into a
truly English picture.“43

In September, after a brief visit with relatives
in Surrey, Shadbolt returned to Canada, stopping enroute
in Ottawa to marry Doris Meissel, a research officer with
the National Gallery whom he had met while stationed there
in 1944. Upon arrival back in Vancouver in October, he
was appointed Head of the Drawing and Painting Section at
the Vancouver School of Art, and on November 20, 1945, he
received his final discharge from the army.

Following his return to Vancouver, Shadbolt continued
in the same romantic vein which characterized the Cornwall
paintings. He rented an apartment on Thurlow Street in
downtown Vancouver and directed his attention to what he
termed the "Canadian Scene." His work at this time inclu-
ded studies of the fishing boat colonies along the Fraser
River, industrial scenes, the Cambie, Granville and Marpole

Bridges, and the Cambie Street Fair Grounds. The basic aim

was to represent the romantic quality of his immediate




surroundings and "to catch some quiet beautiful moment in

its complete authentic character."44 In an article written

in 1947, shadbolt llsted some of the elements of the urban
tableau which he sought to record;

But above all, over and over again, I find my full
satisfaction as an artist in the streets about me: in
the strange facade of a modern city block built up of
all the historic hangovers of old architectural styles,
the tawdry but fascinating jangle of jazzed-up store
fronts built over the street-level sections of old
buildings, the endless variety of shop windows, the.
enthralling continuous interplay of personality in
passing people, their dress, carriage and expression.
All these, with the multitude of appendages of a
modern street, telephone poles, unbelievable neon
signs, sign scaffolds, guy wires, radio poles, chimneys,
~-constitute the endless material which pigques my @ ~ " . -
interest. It is not just an accumulation of detail
interesting &g itself but a complete reflection of
our society.

. Shadbolt's, focus on human interest values found its
. most poignant expression in a series of watercolors of
delapiaated houses. To quote him again from the same
source:
Then there is the West End, tne old residential district
of Vancouver with its strange old Victorian houses and
decorated eaves- and crenellated towers and a crazy
network of built-on outside wooden fire-escapes and -
garbage can racks. These are the crowded tenements of
city office workers and the old and infirm cast-offs,
and I am tremendously interested in the pathetlc
lives of these people.
While the bomb ruins had represented symbols of destrnction,
these old frame structures became the gaunt shells where
people live out their lives of quiet desperation. One

notable variation of this theme involved a combination of

West End houses with figures representing the war victinms
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of ﬁurbpé. In "The Living Dead" (1946), Shadbolt recalled
uﬂﬁhe photographs of German' concentration camps which he
‘had access to while in fhe a.rmy'._-47 These ghastly images
of physical emaciation are placedlin=front of a bombed
landscape, littered with bodies, and stare out from the
picture with gaping eyes. A later critic considered this
work as Canada's "closest.approximation to the vehemence
associated with German art forms" and in reference to
"Evening, Granville Street" (1946), Shadbolt acknowledged
his admiration for George Groz's Fece Homo.48 In "Mansiocons
of the Dead" (1946), a group of figures similar to those
in "The Living Dead" descend the steps oflan old Vancouver

house.49

The delapidated building has thus been transformed
into a symbolic reflection of human suffering. These works
marked the beginning of a more symbolic type of imagery.
Between 1946 and i948, moét of Shadbolt's artistic
efforts reflgcted his personal anguish over the turbulent
¢limate of the post-war world. These feelings of disillu-
sionment and horror at the prospect of mankind's 'uncertain
future.lead to a significant modification in the form and
content of his art. 1In his search for new images of
greater human relevance and contemporary significance, he
redirected his inclination for social realism toward a
more symbolic expression of the state of man, and, in the

process, he abandoned his realistic manner of painting in

favor of the abstract éictorial,language-of cubism. He
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summarized the main features of this development in 1948:

Then response to the increasingly vast complexity of
the postwar state I realized the futility of trying .
to comment in detail on what I was moved to say. I
had to evolve condensed, symbolized statements about
the general aspects of our frustration because
basically these general aspects were its permanent
truths in spite of all the details. So I gradually
turned to symbolic imagery which I have tried to find
through transformations. of material with which I had
previously been familiar: dogs became savage animals,
the human figure became the emaciated body; West
Coast Indian masks and totemic forms, bird and animal
skeletons from museums now revealed new symbolic
suggestions; and form correspondingly became less
descriptive; a more abstractly expressive vehicle

for these new meanings.

Shadbolt's interest in "symbolic imagery" can be

related to the work of the leading British war artists
and the latér paintings of Picasso. He had seen paintings
by Henry Moore, Paul Nash and Graham Sutherland in Ottawa
in 1944 and further studied them whéﬁ hé w;; stationed in
London. Although it is impossib;e to group these British
artists under a definite'stylistig heading, some similari-
tiés are evident in their approach to the problem of war
art. Each attempted to go beyond documentary realism by
translating the literal apocalypse of war into more
metaphorical statements of a cosmic catastrophe. Herbert
Read has commented on the remarkable character of Moore's‘
shelter drawings, Nash's aerial landscapes and Sutherland's
sketches of furnaces and mines:

None of these achievements had any direct bearing on

the war: in each case the artist expressed an

obstinately personal vision. Moore's recumbent
figures are images of the archetypal womb, in which



57,

iife itself seeks shelter fromlexternal stress. ‘Nash's
- wrecked airplanes are symbols of a defeated attempt to
mechanize life; and Sutherland's fiery furnaces are
alchemical in their significance and assert the presence
of spirit in matter. + : _
Read borrowed a phrase from Sir KenhethAClark-ta 100§ely
_group these artists together: "A 'new form of éllegorical
painting' would serve as a general description of whatéver .
positive character British painting possessed at the end
of the war.“sz Like these artists, Shadbolt‘sought a.
symbolic expression of his subjective feelings about the
powerful forces of destruction present in the world of
han and nature. . ; R
At the same time Shadbolt acknowledged an even
greater debt to Picasso. He had first seen Guernica in
Pafis in 1938 but it was nearly ten years later before he
fully comprehended this apocalyptic vision of modern war.
By 1948, however, Shadbolt recognized Picasso's.abilify
to unite the formai approach of cubism with thé:emotional_
appeal oflexpressionism. In effect, Picasso}s ﬁork aftér
1937 reﬁealed how conventional forms could be endowed with
psychological possibilities of meaning in their transla-
tion from fact into image. In a lengthy and wgil-argued
article written in New York in 1948-49, Shadbolt praised
Pi&asso‘s unigue achievement and interpreted the later
éhaée of his work as "symbolic abstraction"--the fusion of

abstract structure and symbolic content:

Where Braque stylized for the sake of provocative
sense-possibilities of abstract form, Picasso abstracted

N
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for the sake of new psychological possibilities of

" meaning. To show a woman weeping he did not paint -
the tears or the look of grief in the eyes but by
an act of inward projection he visuvalized how 'the
woman was transformed by grief in her own mind. We
read the still recognizable but transfigured fragments
into a final image which is itself torn, lacerated, -
distressed--the essence of the idea of grief. It is
the equivalent of the poet's image in a language of
visual metaphor. His process was that of a child
or a primitive mind in the intuitive selection and
rejection of the facts from the model: but he ?
analyzed his results into an intellectual structure,
the process of which, by re-analysis, is available
to us for the enlargement of our expressive heritage.

Picasso's greatest intuitive act was to sense

exactly the vehicle that would enable artists to
handle society's unstated collective need--not for the
appearance of formalistic order but order of the
spirit by a return to symbolic images, in a way
that would take into account the spectator's OWR 4 -
emotional need for suggestion rather than fact.

Picasso, Shadbolt further believed, not only opened up
new expressive dimensions to form but also made possible
wholly individual interpretations:
Perhaps it is again the mark of Picasso's genius that
while he formulated an idiom internationally useable,
it was, obversely, one which.demanded a more intimate
personal evolution. Graham Sutherland is a percep-
tab%g English Picasso--and no less English for being
so. *
Both Picasso and Sutherland, Shadbolt felt, transformed
objective reality into a metaphorical realm wheie things
found a new form through human feelings. ‘
Shadbolt's exploration of symbolic imagery can be
specifically related to several smaller canvases done by
Picasso immediately after Guernigca. In Qorks such as
Cat and Bird (1939) and The Bull's Skull(1942), Picasso

continued his violent commentary on the modern world

through the symbblic,use of savage animals and skeletal
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remains,>> Sﬁadbélt, in a number of'wOrks from 1946 to
i948; employed similar images to convey the same message
- of predatory terror and death.
| In the fall of 1946, Shadbolt completed two large
dils, "The White Ruin" and "The Dogs". The first painting
portrayed a mother and child against a background of bomb
ruins and carried specific reference to Christian symbolism
as each of the figures has a halo formed out of a project-
ing drain-pipe behind their heéﬁs.ss Following this work,
the human figure largely disapéears. In the second canvas
a group of ferocious dogs engagde in a violent struggle -
amidst the bones and rubble of?an imaginary landscape.s7
The treatment of the dogs' snafling faces closely resembled
the painting by the Mexican artist, Rufino Tamayo (b. 1899},
Animals (1941) in New York's Museum of Modern Art, and it
is likely that Shadbolt was acquainted with this work .
from-reproductions.58 Shadbolt did not intend the work to
simply suggest the idea of civilization going to the dogs
-but as a cbmmentary'on the contest of power politics taking
place at that time in Europe.59
In June 1947, Shadbolt took'a holiday at Buccaneer
Bay where once again he was captivated by the romance of
the rugged shoreline and primordial forest of the British
Columbia landscape. Initially he avoided any kind of sym-

bolic imagery as he worked.daily on charcocal sketches and

oils painted on paper. His primary focus was on images of
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:gnarled trées, rock férmations and windswept beaches and
in thése‘studies he attempted to recreate the poetic
lyricism of-his early mentors in Canadian painting, Varley
and Carr.60 In the drawings "Bowen Island," "Rigg's
Island Spit® and "The Jetty, Buccaneer Bay-1l and 2," he
refined the compositional strategies and structural
approaches which had charactérized much of his landscape

work since 1940.%%

Again the emphasis was on the rhythmic

relation of forms, directional movements across the picture

plane and the creation of pictorial space out of structural

elements. Of the oils on paper, Paul Duval wrote: - -
A summer spent at Buccaneer Bay produced some of the
most powerful, significant and original landscape
paintings produced in this country. They are the
work of an artist who has been in no hurry to throw
himself into the production of large scale canvases;
they are also obviously the end result of much deep
"comtemplation. The Buccaneer Bay landscapes are both
vibrant and haunting. Their grave sonorous colors,
often thickly pigmented, add lustre and emotional
impact to the forms.

This type of landscape, however, was not the only
painting Shadbolt completed during his holiday. As his
vision of nature was drawn into a tighter focus, he found
"a new, original symbolic synthesis from the forest floor
——-with rib-cage-like structures of tree branches metamor-
phosed into bones.“63 In paintings such as "Image in
Driftwood" and "Image in the Cedar Slash" a few curved -
and interlocking tree limbs are transformed into the

partial remains of a human anatomy, one suggesting a

reclining skeleton and the other a skeletal figure trapped
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inside a cage of branches. He described this recognition

of anthropomorphic features in organic debris as "a vivid

65 Reduced to its

experience~of malignant wiiderness.“
primordial state, nature was now seen as an impersonal

and destructive force and the landscape bécame a kind of
natural graveyard. Like the world of man the natural
environment ﬁad been transfofmed by a malevolent power.

While these two paintings indicate a return to symbolic
content, they also reveal a greater degree of abstraction.
At this point Shadbolt went béyond the representation of
natural forms and began a delibérate and conscious dissec- -
tion and reintegration of these elements into his own

66 In the series of works

abstract conception of form.
that developed out of these later landscapes he further
pursued this idea of symbolic abstraction.

Before returning to Vancouver in the fall of 1947,
Shadbolt spent the femainder of the summer studying animal
and bird skeletons and Northwest Coast Indian art at the
B. C. Provincial Museum in Victoria. During the. next year
he worked on a group of water colors and oils on paper
which grew out of these museum sketches. Before examining
individual works from this period, some mention should be
made of Shadbolt's relation to the primitive art of the
area. Indian totem poles, ceremonial masks and the
buildings on Indian reservations freguently appeared in

his work in the 1930's and early 1940's, but at that time



they were hot used as a source of symbolic or abstract
imagery. After 1947, however, Shadbolt grasped the greater
significance of Northwest Coast Indian art as an expression
of man's primitive fears and motivations, his superstitions
and fundamental beliefs. It is notable that his wife,
Doris Shadbolt, wrote an article in the same year on this
topic. In it she remarked:
Now it is at this point .that our generation and the
- primitives really come together. For we too, as we
lose confidence in the capacity of our technological
civilization to do anything but lead us further into
our impasse, are feeling the urgent need of an art
that is symbolic in its true sense, that can be for
us the talisman of a new faith without which there
is not will to live. Of all the symbolic arts the
primitive embodies a statement of the most direct
and impassioned response to the world ‘and because
of the very complexity of our problems it has an
especial meaning to us. We have no desire to revert
to the primitive, but in ggch art we find an emblem
for the release we crave.
While Shadbolt's own interest in primitive art*developed
out of close contact with a local native tradition, it
had obvious parallels with the larger world of modern art.
Throughout the twentieth-century, primitive art has been
a powerful influence on Western painting and sculpture.
Nevertheless, the popularity of Northwest Coast Indian
art among modern artists dates only from the late 1930's.
Two French surrealist painters, Kurt Seligmann and Wolfgang
Paalen, helped promote interest in the primitive artifacts
of these Indian cultures when they arrived in New York in

the early 1940'5.68 The American artists particularly



attracted to this form of primitivism were Mark Rothko
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and Adolph Gottlieb. To quote Gottlieb .from 1946:

If we profess kinship to the art of primitive man, it
is because the feelings they expressed have'a particu-
lar pertinernce today. In times of violence, personal
predelictions for niceties of color and form seem -
irrelevant. All primitive expression reveals the
constant awareness of powerful forces, the immediate
presence of terror and fear, a recognition of the
brutality of the natural world as well as the éternal
insecurities of life. That these feelings are being
experienced by many people throughout the world
today is an unfortunate fact and to us an art that
glosses over or evades these feelings is superficial
and meaningless. That is why we insist on subject
matter, a subject matter. that embraces these feelings
and permits them to be expressed.?70
Although it is difficult to determine if Shadbolt knew of
this interest in Northwest Coast Inddan art in New York
prior to his arrival there in the fall of 1948, it is
obvious that he shared many of the sentiments expressed-
by Gottlieb.

'~ In most of the paintings from this period, primitive
motiVeé play a secondary part to Shadbolt's preoccupation
with animal and bird skeletons. He considered this type
of imagery as a logicai extension of the "bone" theme
which began with the emaciated figures in "The Living Dead"
and- was continued through "The Dogé" and the later Buccaneer
Bay landscapes of skeleton tree forms.7¥ Like the primi-
tive designs of the Indian artists, he sought a simple form
capable of communicating strong feelings of terror and

pathos. Through the suggestion of nature's continuous

transformation of physical matter and the never—-ending

63



64

struggle between life and death, Shadbolﬁ believed that
the skeletal form ﬁ:ould have an enduring and eméhatic
impact on the spectator.72 On the whole, the symbolic
message emphasized in these pictures represented a sus-
tained polemical attack or romantic outrage against a
world fraught with danger and chaos. 1In “Gbat's Skull"
(1947) a grinning animal head suggests the paradoxical
notion of living death{73 A more distressed imégé
appears in "Trapped Bird" (1948).74 Here the bird skeleton
has merged with a émashed machine while the'gutstretched
wings of the hybrid creature are held captive by two tree
branches in a sort of organic trap. Shadbolt further
commented on these works in an article in 1951:

Following the war I was so moved socially by the

increasing destruction of individualism in personality

that I was straining to make relentless symbolic

images of this ‘'state of man.' I was obsessed with

tortured and emaciated forms, heraldic color and the

strongest contrasts. My form, tending toward. the

skeletal, ha@ becomg an a%gular wrack in which was

trapped by v101ent image.

Both skeletal images and Indian elements enabled

Shadbolt to move a step closer to an abstract 6onception
of picture-making. By focusing solely on a cen&ral image
he freed the figurative elemént from a naturalistic éetting
and located it within a desolate vista of indeterminate
space. For example, the image in "Dead Stag" (1947) is
flattened against the picture plane by reducing its physi-

cal presence to a network of lines that can.be read as a
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two—dimensionéi pattern.76 In this work a sense of spatial
discomfort is imparted by‘the'éontorted'postﬁre of the |
caréass, its constriction within the borders of the picture,
and the effect pf the raised hindquarters pressing the
skull into the confined space of the lower righthand
corner. Two other examples reveal some of the ways in
which Shadbolt employed Indian elements to suit his -own
artistic purpcses. In "Killer Birds" (1948), he incorpor-
ated the elongated stylized beaks and color patterning
common to Kwakiutl raven masksito make the birds appear
more predatory and also to emp#asize the flat picture

surface.77

Like the bones of énimals, the ritual mask
offefed a means of altering thé lite?al appearance of
forms in order to arrive at an abétréct appf%ciation of
fundamental‘st;ucture. His long familiarity with these
primifive artifacts allowed him to freely transform their
features in ordef to create his own unigque emotional,
intellectual and physical image. In "Red Knight" (1947},
he used a human type of Kwéﬁiutl mask to suggest a face
transfigured and dehumanized by anguish or fear.78' As the
title indicates, he further combined the Indian mask with
the idea of a medieval knight.79 The head and shoulders
of the figure are adorned with fragments of abstract
chevrons and color designs borrowed from armorial heraldry.

These non-representational forms of archaic origin help )

remove the figure from the temporal world by suggesting a



‘vaguely defined timelesé and mythological realm. Even the
”"bone" theme is present in this synthesizgd image; bands
of-bright colors alternate with darker forms which repre-.
sent the skeletoﬁ of tﬁe figure. In fact, all of the
elements in this picture are not constructed but deciphered
--a subjective translation of objective facts into visual
metaphors. The human form has béen'completely reduced

to its essential parts: a mask and a skeleton dressed in.

" military costume.

Shadbolt exhibited this series of symbolic
paintings under the title of "Contemporary Images" in
several one-man shows in 1948 and 1949. .The first was
held at the Laing Fine Art Galleries in Toronto in April .

1948 and provoked a notable critical reaction. Pearl
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McCarthy of the Toronto Globe and Matil pronounced his work

"hoth art and horror" and commented that some of the

pictures could make people "scream in their sleep the next

80

night." Time reproduced the painting "Red Knight" with

the following caption:
The usual tidy line-up of Canadian pine trees,
ski slopes and autumn landscapes was not for Shadbolt.
He painted bones--human bones, animal bones, bones of
welird "robber birds"--all swept with bright colors
and Eyisted into more shapes than a rumka-dancing
eel.
Paul Duval, art critic for Saturday Night gave extensive
coverage to Shadbolt's work in several articles. 1In a

review of the Canadian.Group.of Painters' Exhibiticn at
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~ the Toronto Art Gallery in December 1947, he identified
Shadbolt as one of the leading artists in British Columbia
broadened his acclaim and expanded his analysis after
Shadbolt's one-man.show opened.82 In his initial remarks,
Duval placed Shadbolt in a pretigious line of descent:

Any great art produced in British Columbia has had
to find its path into the Canadian consciousness the
hard way. The noble carvings of the West Coast Indians
were only recognized in the country of their birth
after many of the best examples were housed abroad,
where they were hailed among the finest of primitive
works of art the world has known. The late Emily Carr,
whose name is now spoken with respect and honox, found
recognition only in the last years of her long and

memorable life. Now, another original painter h§§
matured in the West. His name is Jack Shadbolt.

Duval went on to record the different stagég q? this artistts
development and made a particular effort to eﬁélain the
symbolic images which he felt'would not be greeted with
much appreciation by the general public. When the same
exhibition opened at the.Vancouver Art Gallery in July 1948,
the local critics were generally unimpressed. One referred
to the works as "sensationally‘blatant pictures” and
another felt that Shadbolt had been "whipping up his emo-
tions deliberately.“84 However, after Shadbolt held a
one-man show.at the Laurel Gallery {108 East 57th Street)

in New York in September-October 1949, the Vancouver news-
papers and Saturday Night emphasized the success of his
American debut..85 The Vancouver Sun now described him as

"one of the Dominion's leading abstractionists™ and

featured the Canadiaﬁ Press Release written by Fred Kerner

. -
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which summarized the reviews of the New York critics:

The magazine Art News called Shadbolt the "leading
avant-garde artist" of the day in its review of the
exhibition. Pictures, a monthly perlodlcal sald it
was "an ausp1c1ous American debut."

"Tt is stimulating to come across such a hlgh
 degree of successful experimentation," Pictures added.
The daily press was lavish too, in-its praise.

The New York Times said that with all the painter's
"concern for the minutiae of detail and technique, he
never forgets the design as a whole." The Herald-
Tribune said his werk has“"dynamic substance and
remarkably penetrating color."

"Bold in execution, full-bodied in color and xich
in texture," was the way the gew York Sun's critic
summed up the Shadbolt show.

-

These three exhibitions of the "Contemporary Images" and
the subsequent bublicity they generated established Shad-
bolt's reputation as one of the importanf Canadian painters
to emerge in the post-war period. In the following chapter,
his position as an artist of regional and national stature
will be further examined.

By mid-1948, Shadbolt decided to take a study leave
from teaching in order to spend a year in the United States.
He undoubtedly felt the need to escape from the isolated
atmosphere of thé West Coast and also to avoid falling into
a stulifying or confining mode of expressibn. In a
government 5pplication written in 1948, he listed some of
the reasons why he wanted to work in New Ycrk:

1. To have access to the invaluable collections of the

Museum of Natural History, the large Coast Indian

collection, the other collections from primitive

cultures, the animal, bird, fish, reptile and
" prehistoric animal skeletal forms.
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2. To have access to the Metropolitan Museum, an oppor-
tunity to meditate over the medieval forms and the
historic material in general.

3. To have a sharper contact with the political social
scene at its core such as can only be experienced
in a world centre like New York at this strategic
time.

4. To fill a real need fdr contact at first hand with
artists and critics who are similarly concerned
with problems like my own and on a level which can
offer a real pace-making. (It is difficult to
avoid provincialism indefinitely in a centre as
isolated from the main current of art as Vancouver).

5. A chance to concentrate on my own painting problems;
while I have found teaching stimulating and reward-
ing, there are periods when its distractions and
exhaustions tend to dissipate one's focus.87

The time spent in New York produced a new stage of devel=

opment in Shadbolt's art. Like his visit to the United

States in 1933, he had come at a crucial point in the

history of American painting in the twentieth-century.

By 1948, many of the artists who would later be termed

Abstract Expressionists (also Action Painters of New

York School), and others loosely associated with the birth

of thiq new movement, had established themselves as the

leading figures in the New York art world. The formal
departures made by these artists introduced a new type of
abstract painting that would come to dominate the North

American art world in the 1950's. Such a timely exposure

to the works of artists like Arshile Gorky, William Baziotes,

Jackson Pollock, Hans Hofmann, Mark Rothko, Adolph Gottlieb

and Robert Motherwell enriched Shadbolt's undefstanding

of the expressive potential'of a'post—cubist mode of



painterly abstraction. Ultimately, the stimulus‘provided

by these artists resulted in Shadbolt's total acceptance

of an "abstract attitude to form."88
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CHAPTER III

CUBISM AND SURREALISM: ORIGINS OF SHADBOLT'S

CYCLE OF NATURE PAINTINGS, 1949 - 1955

~shadbolt, upon his departure for New York in the
fall of 1948, was no longer the young, inexperienced artist
he had been when he first visited the United States in
1933-34., He was now nearing forty years of age and in
every sense a well-trained profeséional teacher and painter.
The aévance of his art over thos; intervening years had °
come as a result of his dedication and discipline, and
it séemed unlikely that any radical change would occur
during this brief study period. Nevertheless, Shadbolt's
style of painting underwent considerable modifiqation once
he was exposed to the avant-garde forms of-abstfaction
which had been developing in New York since £heilate 1930's.
However, his ability to easily assimilate the new kinds of
subject matter and techniques practiced by the younger
generation of New York artists was due largely_ﬁo the fact
that his own artistic evolution had paralleled many of
the recent changes in American painting. Conseqguently,
several useful comparisons can be drawn between Shadbolt
and many of the members of what would later be called the

"New Yoxrk School."l Like Shadbolt, most of .the American



artists in this group were around forty years of age and

. had progressed over much of the séme teirain; the social
realism and regionalism of the Depression era héd beeﬁ
sﬁperceded by a form of late-cubist abstrgction derived
primarily from Picasso. Following the example of Picasso,
they all sought to emphasize the two—dimensionalAcharacﬁer'
of the picture surface.while still communicating a message
of social relevance--an expression of the elemental,
profound and universal in human ekperience.

On the whole, the only £hing that distinguished
Shadbolt's approQPh from that éf the New- York artists was
a time-lag of about tén'years.f While his use of Tsymbolic
abstraction" did not begin until 1947, a similar conception
of abstract painting was already popﬁlar‘in New York by

the late 1930's.?

By 1948, however, the leading figures -
in New York had begun to alter this form of Cubism through
the introduction of new ideas and techniques derived from
the Surrealist emigres who had resiéed in the United States
during the war. Out of this synthesis of avant-garde
Buropean styles a new type of abst;act painting would
emerge. 2And, by 1952, the work of the 'New York‘School'
was collectively recognized under the title of 'Abstract
Expressionism', the first American artistic movement to
achieve the status of an international style.

Shadbolt's visit to New York coincided with the

R
tremendous creative upsurge which led to the birth of
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Abstract Expressionism. Yet this movement had not surfaéed
by 1948 and neither Shadbolt nor most of the contemporary
critics or observers recognized the beginning of a new style
" of painting at thaE_time.3‘ What was evident, however, ﬁas
an atmosphere of artistic férment; on a number of different
fronts, American artists were experimenting with extreme
forms of abstraction. In order to isolate the specific
influences and to evaluate the changes in Shadbolt's style
after his one-year stay in New York, it is necessary tq
examine in éome detail the various kinds of abstract
painting he encountered. Wherever possible or rélevant
his own response to the work of pérticulaf American artists
will be cited.

When Shadbolt arrived in New York in September 1948,
"he was eager to investigate the changes that had taken
place in American painting since his visit fifteen years
earlier. Before leaving Vancouver he had already heard of
" the exciting developments occurring in New York from former
students.retﬁrning after study in the United States.4 aAnd,
in the autumn of that year, he was fortunate to be able to
view the first important exhibitions of contemporary "
American art held in the post-war period: in particulaf,
the recently resumed Whitney Annual of American Art, the
first section of the American acquisitions of the Museum
of Modern Art, and the Boston Institufe of Contempecrary
Art retfospective Amefiqan surve'y.5 ‘These shows presented



ﬂim with a broad cross-section of the iatest styles and
- some hiétorical perspective on the e?olution of these
trends since the end of the Depreésion. A keen ahd_
knowledgeable observer, Shadbolt's recorded impressions
- offer a_valuable insight in the divergent approaches
practiced by New York artists during the 1940'5.6

By 1948, social realism anduregionalism--the two
principal movements of the Depression era which had
nurtured Shadbolt's own early artistic development--no
longer attracted any serious followers. A younger group
of painters had come of age in New York during‘the
intervening period who had moré completely absorbed the
vanguard styles of European modernism. At one extreme
was a form of geometrical abstraction based on the
theories ~Neoplasticism, Constructivism and the Bauhaus.
Represented by a group called the American Abstract Artists,
the "pure abstractionists",Aas Shadbolt referred to themn,
closely imitated the non-objective painting of Mondrian,
Leger, Miro, Kandinsky, Klee and Arp.7 While this
geometric variant of Cubism remained popular throughout
the 1940's, the majority of New Yofk artists considered
it overly refined and academic, as restrictive a mode of
expression as social realism and regionalism.8

Beyond question the mos£ popular approach to
abstract painting was a personal and eclectic mingling of

different modern styles. BAs with Shadbolt, the living
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artist most admired in New York from the late 1930's
onwards was Picasso.9 The‘reasons for this“singuiarl
influence are fairly clear. Picasso, more than any other
modern master, had escaped confinement within a single
stylistic movement. Each decade he found new ways of
enlarging the scope of his art: the fracture of analyti-
cal Cubism was superceded by the planarity, color harmony
and logic of synthetic Cubism:iclassical and archaic
eléments gaﬁe way to the violence of Expressionism; and,
from Surrealism, came a deeper;probing of the human
personality and the destruction of rational association.
In effect, Picasso constantly éiscovered new means with
which to humanize and monumentalize the character of Cubism
and, in the-process, mgde himself the consumate model of
eclecticism. The.stfong sense of individualism ingrained
in NorthrAmerican“artists, as indicated by their general
unwillingness to submit to a programmatic aesthetic,
partially explains their attraction to Picasso. More
importantly, it was Picasso who taught artists like
Shadbolt and the New York gréup that it was possible to
maintain a humanistic content withéut violating the
formal principles.of modern picture-making. Guernica, in
particular, expressed Picasso's commitment ' to social
content in art, content meaning not the litéral depiction
of actual tragedy but a transcendental assertion of the

elemental, profound and universal in human life and
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emotions. Inspired by these ideals, the North American
imitators of Picasso sought their own personal form of
symbolic abstraction.
While Shadbolt had,gained a knowledge of Picasso's
method from his study with Lhote in 1937-38, many of the
New York artists learned the fundamentals of cubist

- composition from Hans Hofmann, now recognized as the most
influential teacher of modern art in America. When Hofmann
emigrated to New York from Germany in 1932, he brought with
him a broad knowledge of avant-garde styles--Symbolism,
Post-Impressionism, Expressionism and Cubismr—which he
imparted to most of the New York artists who became the
leaders of the post-war generation.10 Irving Sandler has .
outlined Hofmann's basic theories of abstract painting:

In brief, he taught that an artist must take into

account simultaneously three factors: mnature and its

laws; the artist's personality, spiritual intuition,

and imagination; and the medium and its inherent

laws. The painter was to begin by visualizing volumes

and voids in nature, then to translate them into

planes of color in accord with the nature of the -

picture surface, that is, by flattening solids and

filling voids. The planes were to be organized into

"complexes"; the total effect of a picture issued from

the inter-relationship of the complexes, which are

always more significant than the elements themselves.

What makes the relations consequential is the sense

of volume, or plasticity, with wEich the planes are

reinvested while remaining flat.

Although Shadbolt was nodt formally enrolled in

Hofmann's classes, he obviously found Hofmann's ideas

extremely important. Writing in 1948, he acknowledged

“the powerful influence of Hans Hofmann's teaching among

Lom
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younger American painters."12 Moreover, Shadbolt's

analysis of the nature of abstract painting, taken from
the same source, reveals his indebtedness to Hofmann's
theories:

The abstract movement logically throws greater
emphasis on the purely physical aspects of shape,
texture and color. It also induces more clearly
defined interaction between areas, and the liberation
of color from descriptive context or localized hair-
split tints, into broad schematic interplay. These
factors ambunt to a greater concern for the formal
aspects of pictorial construction,--a recognition
that intrinsically a picture is the translation of
the visual aspects of three-dimensional reality onto
a two-dimensional canvas which is in itself a created
object, independent of nature, and therefore demanding
its own independent laws of surface appropriate to
its flatness. These laws are largely concerned with
the "real" space of overlapping, interlocking and
integrating planes as compared with the i%llusionary“
depth space of long perspectival vistas.

Hofmann's instruction in the methods of abstraction
had considerable impact on the development of Canadian
painting in the 1950's. In fact, Shadbolt was only one of
a number of Canadian artists who came under Hofmann's
‘influence around this time. 1In 1947, the first Canadian
artists to attend Hofmann's classes included Alexandra
Luke and Ron Lambert from Oshawa, Hortense Gordon from
Hamilton, and two Vancouver artists, Joe Plaskett and
Lionel Thomas. Over the next few years, Hofmann taught
J. W. G. Macdonald, one of Shadbolt's early teachers,
Donald Jarvis, another graduate of the Vancouver School of
Art, and Takao Tanabe, a Winnipeg artist who moved to

14

Vancouver shortly after his return to Canada. All of
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these Canadian aftists, including Shadbolt, became leading
figures in their respective locales in the following decade.
By then a study period in the United States had become a
common practice for aspiring, young Canadian artists.
Shadbolt's knowledge of Hofmann's theories enlarged
his understanding of the formal process of abstraction,
but contributed little to the actual style of his paintings.
The American artists who had the greatest influence on
Shadbolt, however, were those most closely associated with
Surrealism. More than any other single factor, it had
been the unexpected arrival of the European Surrealists
at the outbreak of the war which eventually brought about
the emergence of an independent and vigorous school of
painting in New York in the late 1940'5.15
After Paris fell to the Germans in 1940, many of
the leading members of the School of Paris sought refuge
in the United States. By 1942 the more prominent figures
in New York included: Breton, Chagall, Dali, Ernst, Leger,
Lipchitz, Masson, Matta, Mondrian, Ozenfant, Paalen, Selig-
mann and Tanguy. As the majority of these foreign artists
were affiliated with Surrealism and numbered among them
the movement's leader Andre Breton, it is not surprising
that this group guickly came to dominate the New York art
scene. The Surrealists made their presence felt by virtue
of their sense of group identity, a flair for publicity,

and an ability to generate excitement and attract patrons.
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Despite the lack of a cafe society such as they were used
to in Paris, they remained in contact ﬁithgeach other by
congregating around the few private dealers exhibiting
their work. These outlets, mainly the Julien Levy Gallery
and Peggy Guggenheim's Art of This Century Gallery, not
only provided considerable exposure but allowed the
Surrealists the opportunity to meet and communicate theix
ideas to the younger generation of New York artists.16
For the most part, the American artists were not
interested in the style of Surrealism favored by Breton--
the academic, illusionistic and literary art of Dali,
Magritte and Delvaux.17 Unwilling to abaﬁdon £he pictorial
principles of Cubism, they selectively absorbed from the
whole cluster of ideas surrounding Surrealism certain ideas
relating picture—making to unconscious impulses and fanta-
sies'through the method of autométism. Originally derived
from Freud's theory of free association, the concept of
“pure psychic automatism® had been one of the first princi- !
ples of Surrealism. It was largely ignored during the
1930's, however, and only the. interest of marginal Surreal-
ists like Matta and Masson brought about its revival in

d
New York in the early 1940'5.18

Of all the exiled
Surrealists, Matta most actively promoted a return tp
automatism. He viewed it as a technique for liberating
images trapped in thg unconscious mind and, in 1942,

organized a group to sﬁudy_aﬁtomatiSm which included Gorky,

L.



Motherwell and Pollock. Within several years other
American artists like Rothko, Gottlieb and Baziotes began
experimenting with this method of generating images.19
While Matta“providéd these Americans with an introduction -
to automatism, it was the example of Masson's seemingly
improvisational paintings that had the greatest influence.
Apart from Miro, whose influence was eqgually apparent, -
Masson was one of thelonly members of Surrealism to retain
a high regard for the formal and structural character of
Cubism. Although he occasionally practiced a type ofm
automatic writing or drawing, Masson "insisted that a
painting had a piastic value which lay in the realm of
visual art and was independent of the value of the ideas
and imaées brought up from the subconscious.“20

Like Masson, the New York painters felt that
automatism was not suffiéient iﬂ itself but served rather
as a useful technique in the creation of wvital and spon-
taneous images. Motherwell, writing in 1944, changed
the term "psychic automatism" to "plastic automatism"
and commented: "Plastic automatism...as employed by
modern masters, like Masson, Miro and Picasso, is aétually
very little a question of the unconscious.: It is much
more a plastic weapon with which to invent new forms."21
Irving Sandler has summarized the reasons why the New York
artists sought to modify the concept of automatism as

follows:
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~ Gorky, Hofmann, Pollock, De Kooning, Baziotes, Rothko'

and Gottlieb were all occupied with "plastic" qua11~
ties; they wanted”to employ automatism--to arrive at
their forms freely and directly--but at the same time
they desired to cultivate the pictorial values *
threatened by this technique-—-the structural cogency
and painterly finesse that they admired in the works
of Picasso, Matisse, Mondrian, and Miro. For it was
from these and other modern masters that the New
Yorkers derived their awareness of guality in art,
their conceptioazof the modern picture and how it
should project.

Automatism, by giving precedence to process over conception,

reversed the order of values in abstract painting and,

as a result, underminéd the notion that abstract art has
its origin in an intellectually derived concept of form.
Furthermore, the New York artists realized that total
automatism put good and bad art on the same level by
making all artia self-expressive function like dreams or
make—beliéve instead of a hard-won intellectual advance.
Consequently, these American painters sought to retain

a discernible object in their pictures or figurétive
elements which could be interpreted as a kind of subject
matter or conteﬁt. Most found a temporary solution to
this problem through the use of various types of mytho-
logical references; first, by incorporating elements from
archaic and primitive art forms in order to créate their
own archetypal imagery; and, later, by freely abstracting
from organic forms in order to develop a kind of nature
'mythology. Used in this fashion, mfthological references
functioned like a control mechanism with which'to focus

the shapes and patterns that flowed from the artist's
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unconscious mind.23 Once the automatic gesture or doodle
released the spontaneous and random floﬁ of images, the
artist could then recpgnize_connections with archetypal
. forms or organic configurations and produce a more con*
trolled sort of design which had vague, ambigpous mytho-
logical overtones. |

In general, the Surreaiists spurned mythic
references, preferring instead to illustrate dreams,
hallucinations or other psychoiogiéal experiences. One
of their expressed desires, hoﬁever, was to eradicate the
influence.of civilization by aﬁakening man's knowledge of
his primitive instincﬁs. By introducing the New York
artists to some of the theories of modern psycﬁology,
’ particularly those of Freud and Jung; the Surrealists
offered the Americans a theoretical or speculatlve Jjusti~
fication for the discovery in the unconscious mlnd of the
24

menory residue of the innocent primitive in modern man.

During the early 1940's the New York artists who

made use of mythic figures or made reference to primitive .

or archaic mythology in the titles of their works included:

Cottlieb, Rothko, Newmann, Pollock, Baziotes, Stamos and
Hofmann.25 Their romantic preoccupation with myths owed
as much to Jung's speculative ﬁsychology about archetypes
and the collective unconscious as it did to Picasso's use

of the Minotaur and other Greco-Roman mythological motives
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in the 1930's. Pollock had undergone Jungian Analysis at
one time and a_numbef of his works from 1942-44 have
mythic overtones relating them to the Greek legend of Psyche.
- In those same Years'Rothko was equally absorbed in the
OedipuS‘ﬁyth. Yet Greco-Roman mythology was only one
source of inspiration. In their search for more expressive
archetypal imagery many of these American painteré became
interested in the art of primitive cultures, primarily those
of Mexican and American origin. Both archaic and primitive
art were considered as expressions of elemental truth in
the form of universal.symbOls and, thexeby, represented a
tangible depiction of the psychological background of
mankind.26 None of these artists, however, copied specific
motives from either of these sources. Although Gottlieb
titled his works 'Pictographs' and Newmann referred to his
as *Ideographic' pictures, what they were attempting to do
was to create new forms of expression that were analogous
to those of primitive man. As Rothko wrote in 1943:

Our presentation of these myths, however, must be

on our own terms, which are at once more primitive

and more modern than the myths themselves--more

primitive because we seek the primeval and atavistic

roots of the idea rather than the graceful classical

versions: .more modern than the myths themselves

because we must rediﬁcrlbe th91r 1mpllcatlons through

our own experience.
On the one hand, these New York artists employed primitive

references to assert the importance of a meaningful content,

the thematic elements they considered “tragic and timeless"
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such as fertility, violence, birth and death.2® ana on

the other, they used primitivist referents as both a
justification for relegating their art to a direct
emotional plane and as a reason for a lack of'sgfface
finish or crudity of appearance.

Sha@bolt, working in isolation on the West Coast,
had arrived at somewhat similar conclusions. In the
inmediate post-war years, he had re-evaluated the signi-
ficance of Northwest Coast Indian art and had made his own
attempt to incorporate primitivelelements into his paintings.
Like the American artists, he realized that primitive forms
offered a simple method for émphasizing the two-dimensicnal
surface of the canvas and represented a powerful expression
of human emotions, fears and fundamental beliefs. Prior
to his New York visit, Shadbolt’'s primitive referenceg
were used in connection with allegorical and meﬁaphorical
ideas, as in "Killer Birds" and "Red Knight", ahd did not.
have the mysterious or ambiguous character‘of tﬁe work
done by American artists. The difference between Shadbolt's
series of "contemporary images" from 1947-48 and the nmyth-
inspired paintings of the New York artists fr0mithe early
1940's was less a matter oflintent, which was cleariy
similar, and more a product of working meth6d51 Up to this
point, Shadbolt was still confined to the world of objective
reality in that his images were drawn from actual artifacts

or were literal depictions of things seen. ' The New York
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artists, however; used automatism as a device for genera-
ting a new vocébulary of ambiguous and abstract forms
that only vagueiy resembled brimitive motives or objects
inlthe visible world. Shadbolt eventually a60p£ed the
same procedure but not until he had learned more &about
prinitive art and had gained a greater knowledge of mythic
concgpts. During his first four months in New York, he
studied a wide range of primitive artifacts and spent a
semester enrolled in the New School for Social Research
in a coufse examining the development of myth patterns in
literature.29 . |

The incorporation of mythic or primitive references
by the New York painters represented the first efforts to
unite the Surrealist's method of automatism with the
infrastructure of Cubism.30 By 1945, however, many.of
these artists began to experiment with a type oﬁ organic
abstraction frequently described as 'biomorphism'..3l
Although Kandinsky, Picasso and Klee had all:uséd abstract
organic forms at one point, the principal originators of
this style belonged to Surrealism. From the mid-1920's
onwards, biomorphic forms appear in the work of. Arp, Ernst,
Tanguy, Miro, Masson and Matfa. Biomoxphism appealed to
the Americans not only for its ambiguous and sexually
evocative imagery but also because it allowed them the

freedom to use the improvisational gestures and accidental

effects which invested their paintings with a .specifically
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personal character. As with their primitivist or mythic
paintings, the New York artists used organic forms as
their point of reference or control mechanism. . In the
~ preliminary stages, the artist creates shapes and patterns
in no way formed by reason or logic and discovers from
these confiqurations some relation to human, animal, floral
or insect-like forms. In his essay, "The Biomorphic '40's",
Lawrence Alloway commented:
Particular cases of resemblancé are not interesting:
the point is the identity of everything with its
simultaneous phases of seeding, sprouting, growing,
loving, fighting, decaying, rebfrth. The impression
is one of a natural and personal abundance, in oppo-
sition to geometric or figurative art. The desire
for a nuanced and subjective imagery was manifested in
paintings that did not subordinate the artist's use of
paint to a tidy and cleaned up end-state. On the
contrary, rich meanings were located within the
creative act itself, so that the process-record itself
is sensitized. Biomorphic art depends in part on
the depiction of beings and places, but also on the
enactment of the work itself. The artist's gestures
are image-making and keep their identity as phgsical
improvisations beyond the point of completion. 2.

In various ways biomorphism signalled a transforma-
tion in the artist's conception of nature. The discoveries
of science and technology had expanded man's knowledge of
the new and mysterious worlds that ‘exist beyond the normal
comprehension of reality. Microscopy, in particular,
provided a close-up view of nature which revealed a
swarming jungle of complex shapes and formations existing

below the ordinary scale of human vision. Such a penetra-

tion into the heart of nature had great appeal for artists
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as_it opened the door to endless unknown and virgin worlds

engégéd in the.process‘of.creation——a parallel condition

to that of the artist similarly occupied with a Creative

or formative process. Viewed in this way, the world of

nature becomes an infinite source of organic forms and

the pastoral experience is replaced by a more intimate

participation with the inner life of natural phenomena.
Biomorphism was the final .stage the New York painters

passea through before they reached the mature and indivi-

dual styles that identified them .as Abstract Expression- i .

ists.33

It reached its peak of importance bétween 1945

and 1948, the years immediately preceding Shadbolt's

visit to New York. During this period, Rothko, Baziotes,
Gottlieb and Stamos found their biomorphic forms in under-
water life. They all used marine forms to suggest a

fantasy world filled with aquatic organisms which'were

made to represent protaganists 'in an animistic nature m.yth.34
Shadbolt recognized in these artists the impﬁrténce of
"primordial nature symbols" and grouped them all together,
along with the Surrealist artists Seliger, Heliker and
Paalen and the British sculptor Henry Moore, under the

35

title of the "neo-geological school." He described

this style of painting as using "forms or images in some
sort of talismanic communion in the field of the picture"
and viewed this as "an assertion of a basic longing for

36

earth-communion." In the same article on  -American
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painting written in 1948, the only quotation Shadbolt
included was by Mark Rothko:
An atavistic memory, a prophetic dream, may exist
side by side with the casual events of today...
One recognizes the principles and passions of
organisms...Unlike the world of the Greeks, the

world we live in is not static and neither is it

discontinuous. What we know and study is forms in
transition.

What Shadbolt recognizéd in these artisfs' work was an
attempt to go beyond convéntional notions of time, space

and being in order to establish a link between the world

of natural organisms and the psychic life of the artist.
Another source of this kind of abstract sign language

was Paul Klee. Klee's combination of paihterly and

graphic forms and his suggestion of fantastic or mysteri-

ous worlds influenced many of the New York artists and

also left its mark on Shadbolt. Shadbolt wrote the -

following about Klee:

There are occasional painters of rare intuitive gift
who cannot seem to see an everyday fact except through
the magic of revelation. Of such as mercurial vision
was the genius of Paul Klee and his example is of the
greatest consequence....He has re-instated the magical
for us; and he has taught us to look in unexpected
places for new sources ofginsgiration, even in the
unknown corners of our minds.38

For Shadholt, howgver, the single most important
figure among the many New Yorkﬁartists attracted to this
mixture of primitivism and nature mythology waé Arshile
Gorky. Although only a few references to Gorky appear inl

all of - Shadbolt's subsequent notes and published statements,
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it is evident thét the new style of abstraction précticed
by Shadbolt after his return to Vancouver 6wed a great deal
to Gorky's influence. At the time of his exposure to this
American painter's work in 1948-49, Gorky had'be;ome the
most recognized artist among those later identified as

39

belonging to the New York School. In early 1948,

following a series of personal tragedies, Gorky had com--
‘mitted suicide. The public attention aroused by his
sudden death resulted in numerous exhibitions which gave
Shadbolt the opportunity to thoroughly acquaint himself
with the different stages of Gorky's artistic development.
Like most of the founding members of Abstract

Expressionism, Gorky's style in the 1930's was heavily
indebted to the mastergwof the School of Paris——Picasso,
Miro, Matisse, Leger and Mondrian.40 By 1942 qe began to
incorporate Miro's abstract organic forms with a loosély
brushed or expressionistic handling of surface ﬁexture

akin to Picasso's heavy pigmentation in Girl Before a Mirror
(1932).41 About the same time Gorky came under the
"influence of Matta's ideas concerning automatism and o
discovered Kandinsky's improvisational paintingé from 1911~
14. From this mingling of séurces, Gorky developed his
own form of biomorphism in which Cubism provided the
abstract conception of pictorial structure while Surrealism

legitimized the expression of emotional states of mind

through a process of manic doodling.



.Whaf distinguished Gorky's work from Surredlists
such as Miro and Matté, howevér; was hié spontaneous and
poetical interpretation of nature. As Breton wrote in
1945, Gorky was "of all the Surrealist artists, the only
one who maintains a direct contact with nature--sits down

nd?2 Gorky saw nature as an unlimited

to paint before her.
supply of form suggestions which he could filter and
transform according to his own psychic moods. By looking
beneath the surface of nature Gorky discovered a mysterious
world engaged in a never-ending struggle between life and
death. 1In this closeJupfviewr:according to Elaine de
- Kooning, Gorky
found -in 'the'.contours of weeds and foliage, a fantastic
“terrain, pitted with bright craters of colors which
he let swim isolated on the white paper while a
labyrinthine pencil line, never stopping, created
dizzy, tilted perspectives that catapulted the
horizons to the top of the page. Then he focused
more minutely, staring down into the hearts of
flowers to come up with magnified stamens and pistils,
dggressive as weapons, with pétals like arching E%aws,
leaves like pointed teeth and stems like spears.
Shadbolt's work after his return to the West Coast
in 1949 reflected the influence of Gorky more than that
of any other New York artist. His paintings were now
entirely devoted to the theme of "the growth cycle of
nature™ and his approach to the natural world could be
described in almost the same terms as that of Gorky.44
In an article which appeared in Canadian Art in 1951,

Donald W. Buchanan quoted Shadbolt as saying that he

found "the perfect, indirectly symbolic images", he was
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Seekipg, "in the birth and struggle under the earth to
break through in the flowering and return to earth of
plants--or in the drama of the minute life émong the grass
stems."45 ‘
Gorky, however, represented only one source in
what Shadbolt referred to as his "return to the heart of
nature.“4§ Gorky's style of organic abstraction closely
resembled the metaphorical nature painting of Graham
Sutherland,  the English artist much admired by Shédbolt
when he was stationed in London at the epd of the war.
Both Gorky and Sutherland viewed nature as a poetic realm
in which natural objects assume a powerful resemblance
to human life. Sutherland's ‘thorn' paintings which began
around 1945 were filled with diséuieting objects and an
atmosphere of sinister mystery. In these works, he
created totemic figures %hat asgume the form of nature-
idols while the prickly tangle of thorns and spurs convey .
a sense of nature's malevolent power.47 Gorky also saw
the natural world as a basically hostile environment and
p0pﬁlated his paintings with aggressive formé engaged.in
some kind of -combat, encounter or awareness of each other.
For both of these artists, the fragmentary remembrance oﬁ
natural forms aroused feelings‘or emotional responses
which transformed the original object into a complex figure

that éppears vaguely familiar but cannot be exactly

~
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deciphered. In essence, their paintings imply the exis-
tence of a primitive animism or nature mythology and can
bé seen as representing the pictorial equivalentg of the
abounding phallic vitality of the nétural worid.
On the whole, it is difficult to distinguish Gorky's

| influence on Shadbolt from that of Sutherland. Both of
these artists showed Shadbolt the way toward a poetical
and lyrical interpretation of nature through a form of
cubist abstraction. Gorky, howevér, deserves credit for
introducing Shadbolt to the idea of looking under the
" surface of nature at the minute life forms existing below
the normal scale of vision. Furthermore, Gorky's use of
automatic procedures gave his paintings a more imprgvisa—
tional and spontaneous appearance, thereby providing Shad-
bolt with an example of how to incorporate accidental
effects as a means of giving his paintings a freéh and
original character. In contragt, Sutherland's ﬁgthod‘was'
more conscious and predetermined and the modelling of his
~forms maintained a gréater—illusion of spatial depth.
Under Corky's influence, Shadbolt learned to place his
images in an extremely shallow space and to organize his
compositions into complex configurations of interlocking
and interpenetrating s%épes whiéh created a kind of all-over
pattern.

| While Gorky's biomorphic abstraction was a éignifi—

cant influence, Shadbolt was a sufficiently talented and.
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independent artist to avoid mere imitation. Rather, he
considered Gorky a valuable source in his own attempt to
discover a personal direction within the larger context
of abstract paintihg in New York. Compared to Gorky,
the work of Shadbolt reveals formal similarities in terms
of compositional and design elements yet some important
differences are evident in respect to thematic content.
Like most of the Surrealists, Gorky was preoccupied with
the
drama of sex, which was projected in the interaction
of erotic signs: softly rounded and yielding shapes
and pudenda-like crevices that evoke a warm, tender
voluptiousness, and hard, bony thorn and claw-like
protuberances that suggest hostile, even cruel, phallic
aggression.
In the series of paintings done between 1949 and 1955,
Shadbolt frequently interpreted nature as a hostile environ-
ment. And, in several instances, he used sharply pointed
shapes which seem to penetrate of forcefully intrude into
softer, more pliable forms. In works such as "Expansion
of Seed" (1949) and "Dark Fruition" (1952), such contrasting
shapes bear some distant resemblance to sexual organs but
this is as close as he came to the overt eroticism of

Gorky.49

In general, Shadbolt was more inclined to suggest
the formative power of nature through ‘the idea of a ritual
cycle than to specifically allude to human sexuality. He

described his symbolic and poetic content as an expression

of his desire to maintain contact with the forces of nature



- L
~reE

100

and as "a paraphrase of our humand need for communion,
working itself out through strange and compulsive rituals
of time, season, growth, encounter, decay, and rebirth."50
Another aspect of Shadbolt's work which distinguished
it from Gorky was the fact that much of his iﬂspiration
and imagery was deeply rooted in the intrinsic mysticism
of Northwest Coast Indian art with whichlhe was closely
acquainted. In many of his paintings he conjured up an
image ¢f nature as a place inhabited with supernatural
spirits, a world filled with mythological "presences“.
The vaguely organic forms in works like "At the Red Rock"
(1950), "Emblems after‘Fire“'{IQSO), and "Presences after
Fire" (1953), assume the quality of a medicine object, a
thing of magical properties, engaged in an unconscious,
mysterious drama.51 A more specific reference to primitive
objects appears in two paintings from 1952, “Invaders“ and
"Prophies", where floral designs, in particglarlpointed
leaves, are used to suggest tribal spears, shieids and
masks.52 Other works from this period from 1949 to 1955
suggest a kind of totemic affinity between plants, animals
and insecf’s. For example, in "Birds in Rock Ca§es" {1954)
and "Transforﬁations along a Hedge" (1954), the shapes of
the birds are arranged to resemble their surroundings so

that a bird looks like a rock or a tree branch.53

All of
these works are composed of colors, primarily earth tones,

and textures that allude to the brganic materials of the



West Coast. Writing in 1855, Shadbolt summarized the
variety of ways he and other axrtists used primitivist
elements:

There is evidence that we long for some dawn-
of-the-world ritual communion to offset ocur sophis-
ticated complexity. We see it in our wish to show
the canvas as matter in the rough state of formation,
in our exploration of time-weathered effects and
textured surfaces suggesting the reality of nature,
-in our creation of ancient~seeming calligraphies
reminiscent of rock-scourings or runic inscriptions.
We seek forms oxr themes of ritualistic or cabalistic
mystery, cross sections showing fossil remains or
cell-growth suggestions. These atavistic seekings
lead us to prefer erosion as a technique. Whether
erosion gives us the nostalgic cave-womb or the
enigmatically marked impervious wall of the canvas,
its use expresses-gge desire to be at one with
primordial nature. !

Between 1949 and 1955, Shadbolt produced a highly.
unified body of work devoted to this central theme of the
ritual cycle of nature. During this period he completely
abandoned thé use'of‘oil paint on canvas, preferring
instead to work only on paper with a rapid medium such as
watefcolor, casein, ink oxr gouache. His previous experi-
ence with watercolor and oil on paper enabled him to
skillfully utilize the suﬁtle nuances of tone and trans+-
parent effects offered by these fluid media, and, at the
same time, gave him the freedom to explore a more improvi-
sational approach to the act of.painting. In fact, it
was the spontaneous and gestural qualities of these later
paintings which most accurately marked the developmeht of
-Shadbolt's new style of abstraction.

shadbolt arrived at this form of improvisatioﬁal
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abstractidn as a result of his contact with those New
York artists who had been influenced by the Surrealist
method of automatism, Gorky, in particular, had shown
him how to incorporate seemingly random and gestural brush-~
strokes without sacrificing the general structural and
.compositional characteristics of Cubism. As a consequence
of his respect for these formal gualities, Shadbolt strongly
disapproved of the extreme form of automatism practiced
by Jackson Pollock. 1In 1947 Pollock had abandoned conven-
tional brushwork for a technique called 'drip-painting',
which Shadbolt had the opportunity to examine when these
works were first exhibited at the Betty Parsons Gallery
- the following year. In 1948 Shadbolt ¢ommented on Pollock's
‘radical approach to abstraction:

We have Jackson Pollock admitting that he lays his

canvas on the floor, works on his hands and knees

like an Indian over his sand picture, walks around

it, dropping paint on it, working from no rigidly

predetermined concept but sensing his image as the

lush scumble accumulates suggestions of form. It

is claimed that the image which derives from this

so-called organic process is a true plastic image

c
which could only exist in terms of the medium itself.SJ

s

Although Shadbolt agreed with Pollock that "the initial
impulse should come from the medium itself", he favored
the more conséious, aesthetic rationale of Hans Hofmann:

When the canvas reaches this 'hot' state of image
suggestion, the artist has two alternatives; either
to follow at random each wavward evocation in a
procedure that must be charged, finally, with
"emotional irresponeibility; or, as Hofmann's method



implies, sensing the plastic demands of the palpable
image and placing it under increasingly disciplined

tension until, finally, the whole leaves whimsically
far behind, reaching g%multaneous.plastic scale and

magnitude of meaning. ’

In a later statement, written for the journal of the
California School of Art while he was a guest instructor
in San Francisco in the summer of 1953, Shadbolt reaffirmed
his opposition to extreme forms of gestural abstraction:
I see no particular virtue in spreading 6leaginous
and scumbled textures over huge areas unless the
structure supporting these sensuous rhapsodies is
articulate and distinguished, unless, in short, the
forms, emerging from exploratory uncertainty, discover
their evolving image and translate this into total
structure. For I believe the structure of the work
is its real meaning. Noble form, consequent statement.
In this same article, Shadbolt offered an accurate and
concise summary of the major influences on his conception
of painting up to that date:
To me, Matisse and Picasso offer us the noble structure
available to either of our two great temperamental
needs, the sensory and the psychological, sublimated
from sensuous dilettantism or incoherence by an
overmastering concern for a detached structure; while
Klee, Miro and the post—-Gorky American painters give
these compositional,diggoveries a personal and private
imagistic possibility.

From this latter statement and much of the previous
evidence, it is obvious that the development of Shadbolt's
style after his stay in New York had its origin in two
divergent artistic traditions--Cubism and Surrealism. Like
Klee, Miro and Gorky, and, to some extent Sutherland,

Shadbolt made his own personal attempt to synthesize the

pictorial qualities of Cubism with the more evocative and
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poetic subject matter of Surrealism. In contrast to the
exéreme‘non—objective styles of the New York painters
after 1950--the simplified chromatic abstractiOn.of Rothko,
Still and Newmann, and the gestural abstradtioniof Eollock
and Kline--Shadbolt's work throughout much of the 1950's
still contained a form of organic imagery or referential
object. The fact that he continued to populate his paintings
with strange objects which maintained a vaguély symbolic
~connection with the physicai world places him outside the
mainstream of Abstract Expressionism. Consequently, his
style of painting during this dedade does not fall into
the category of a well-defined movement but is most appro-
priately described as a form of 1yrical‘aﬁstraction.

The artists Shadbolt made specific reference to--
Klee, Mirb and Gorky--showed him the way to a lyrical
interpretation of the natﬁfal world throuéh the—creation -
of a kind of abstract sign language which used ébjects in
much the same manner as poets used wordé. That:is, by
removing the object from its representational and descrip-
tive functions, Shadbolt was able to break down the pattern
of normal associations and to endow the object_%ith new
functions and new relationsﬁips. What this amounted to
was an attempt to transform the physical world through
purely subjective means. Instead of interpretiné reality
according to his rational faculties, Shadbolt now sought

to engage his intuitive and imaginative powers in an effort
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to bridge the gap between imitation and creation. After
1948 he came to realize that painﬁing was shifting toward
a more intimate and introspective approach and that, éé
an artist, he was free to select as "the field of his
creation the exploration of the inner personal world of

59" Although he felt this subjectivity

his feelings.'lI
widened the gap between the artist and the publid, he
considered it valid because it expresses "the importance
of imagination and feeling in a world that is all tco
inclined to materialism and rééionélity."Go

Shadbolt's lyrical abstractions gfew out of an
intimate participation and poefic identification with the
creative processes of nature. The nétural world furnished
the suggestions or stimuli and as he recollects or medi-
tates upon them they become richer in his imagination
and invite him to create new objects as variations of
those he finds in nature. As Shadbolt wrote in 1951:
"I immerse myself in nature, but when I paint I put nature
behind me and try to conjﬁre up new inventions of form.“Gl‘
This approach to abstraction does not distort nature but
invents a vocabulary of colors and'forms which serve as
plastic equivalents that reflect the substance. or essence
of the natural world. In Shadbolt's paintings, nature is
never reduced to the point of being a purely formal

structure; some referential element, such as a title, a

detail, or a whole series of vaguely organic forms, remains
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in the work as a suggestion to the viewer not to confine
himself solely to the formal data--the colors and shapes -

—--but to attempt to recapture the artist's experience of

1.

the natural setting. In 1951 Shadbolt commented on his
first attempts at a form of lyrical abstraction:

I have tried to be inventive...to make these
forms intricately 1nterdependent, to accept the
picture as a creation in itself with its own organlzed
movements on the surface and in space, and I have
tried to restrict the color to one haunting theme
of earth colors in, which smoulder fragments of clear
blaze. Above all I have tried to make my pictures
a delight for the senses—-an exploration of the
unexpected and in this regard I have tried to gpdow
shapes with their own unique personalities....

Like the abstract sign language of Klee, Miro and
Gorky, Shadbolt developed aakind of pictorial shorthand
which allowed him to freely transform objects from the
natural world. He frequently described his unique
creations as "hieroglyphic equivalents" charged with

metaphorical overtones and saw these forms as a way of

63

imparting multiple connotations. Writing in 1955,. he

outlined the reasons behind this autographic process:

For me, an object that is a merely stylized,
decorative configuration does not go deep enough.
Its meaning cannot be peeled down into subconscious
layers of emotive connections. Everywhere we see
great facility with new pictographic depiction, but
there are few signs as yet of a mature language that
can create the hieroglyph of what once was—--the

"significant remnant charged with memories, striking
provocative permutatlons of enigma, always potent
with new suggestions in the very process of becoming.

~In order to extend the range of poetic analogies and
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to further break down the barriers between the vegetable,
mineral and animal kingdoms, Shadbolt employed a number

of different devices. The pictorial metaphor allowed him

to "describe one thing in terms of another, to make an

image stand for a double meaning, itself, and a figurative
meaning that can, at the same time, infer other overlaYs.“.G5
For example, in "Birds in Rock Caves" (1954), the birds
sitting in the rpcks resemble a rock; in "Summer Bougquet'
(1954), a vase of flowers looks like a ship with sails;
and, in "Invaders" (1953), a leéf suggest primitive
shields, spears and masks. Otheér techniques included
using a background color in one%part of the painting as a
foreground color in another area, and the suggestion of a
duality bf identities "where parts of one image may serve

66 Shadbolt realized that such

as parts of another.”
devices could easilty degenerate into triviality:
However, I find I must risk this in a serious bid
for those tingling meanings obtained by deliberately
keeping forms at the demonic edge where they can be
flesh, fish, or fowl yet never quite, still equivocal
in their mystery, awaiting the spectg?or's extension
into his own connotative experience.

The greatest difficulty Shadbolt encountered in his
effort to create 'hieroglyphic equivaients' was a personal
tendency to constantly elaborate on the forms or to over-
load his work with too many ideas. His solution to this

problem was to work simultaneously on a series of painting:

When new associations come flooding in, instead of
trying to incorporate tlem at the expense of the work
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'_in progréss, i havé learned to spill fhem over onto
another picture. I jot them down rapidly...to relieve
nyself of their urgency. I have found that I can keep
a whole series oﬁ pictures going at ggce, switching
among them, keeping each autonomous.

This working method enabled Shadbolt to give freé rein to

the spontaneous and unstructured impulses flowing from his

conscious and unconscious mind. And, by developing a theme

in a number of successive paintings,, K he could not only

retain é fresh and original quality but could also constantly

refine his imagery by testing every form and color in

different ways to achieve the effect he sought. This

process of thematic generation provided Shadbolt with a

workable, contfblling unity and, in essence, alléwed him

the means to make a conscious style of automatism. -
This concludes the examination of the matrix of

ideas and influences absorbed by Shadbolt during his year

of study in New York and the anlysis of the ways{in which

he incorporated them into his own personal styleiof lyrical

painting between 1949 and 1955. The following séction will

assess the critical reaction to these works, the biographical

details of his later career, and Shadbolt's position within

the larger context of Canadian painting in the 1.950's.
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CHAPTER IV

v

YEARS OF CRITICAL ACCLAIM: 1949 - 1963

Before discussing the contribution of Shadbolt and
other Vancouver artists to thé general development of
modern Canadian painting after 1945, it is first appropriate .
to examine the significance of the major institutions and
organizations devoted to the visual arts in British
Columbia. In general, these agencies can be des¢ribed by
their primary interest in the exhibition and promotion of
art and in the furtherance of art education. Moreover, it
will be seen that they shared a progressive attitude and
commitment toward contemporary styles in art and architec-
ture. Their broad and forward-looking approach did much
to dispel the cultural insularity characteristic of
Vancouver's earlier history. The institutional foundations
established in the late 1920's and early 1930's--the
Vancouver School of Art, the Vancouver Art Galiery and the
short-lived British Columbia College of Art--finally
came to fruition in the period from 1945 to 1960. The
reasons for this new vitality are two-fold. First, the
rapid expansion of these organizations during and immedi-
ately after the Second World War reflected the overall

growth of the city's size in terms of its population,

-



industry and economic prosperity. The art scene bene-
fitted from a number of diverse factors, -including:
improved communications at the local, national and inter-
national levels; enlarged public and private sponsorship
'of‘artistic undertakings and facilities for cultural
exchangé; and, greater and more accessible sources of
patronage. Second, professional artists in this area
understood that their support and participation in the
organization of art activities would serve both the goals
of their individual careers and ‘the cultural needs of the
larger community. Those .who peqformed the triple function
of artist-educator-organizer wefe rewarded for their
efforts by increases in recognition and appreciation,
sales and commissions. At the same time, they used the
institutional base to introduce the public to avant-garde
styles of painting, design and architecture.

~In turning to a brief consideration of the central
institutions and organizations serving the arts on the
West Coast, it would be difficult to overstate the import-
ance of the Vancouver Art Gallery. Throughout the 1940's
and 1950's, it not only expanded its facilities and the
size and range of its permanent collection, but extended
the scope of its educational, curatorial and promotional
activities. As a result, it beéame a vital resource for
artists living in the city and the province as a whole.

The growth of the Gallery during the war years was
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attested to by Charles Scott in 1944:

The Gallery continues to 'hum' as a centre for

exhibitions, discussion groups, lectures, 'painting

for pleasure' groups, musicales for service~men and

women ... thus fulfilling its function as an

institut}on for the furtherance of community

culture.
Operating with only limited financial suppoft, the Gallery
managed to improve its services and to attract more visit-
ors and members every year. The ﬁermanent collection was
enriched substantially in 1946 by Emily Carr's bequest of
160 of her works. Subsequent to her bequest, the Gallery
was able to acquire the property and fundé necessary to
expand its premises through private and qulic donations.2
In 1949-1950, the Gallery completed a $200,000 addition
and remodelling programme. Further support enabled the
Gallery to establish a purchase fund for wofks by British
Columbia artists and to instruct<childreh in art education.

The primary emphas;s of the Vancouver Art Gallery,

however, focused on its exhibition programme. Beginning
in the early 1940's, the Gallery began to feature exhibit-
ions circulated by the National Gallery of Canada, most
notably, the annual shows of the Canadian Group of:
Painters and the Canadian Society of Water Colour Painters.
In addition to its regulaf offerings, such as the British
Columbia Society of Fine Arts, éegional exhibitions of the

work of members of the Federation of Canadian Artists,

and the British Columbia Annual Exhibition of Art, the
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éal;ery provided ﬁuch—needed facilities for one-man shows
éf important Vaﬂcouver artists. In 1951, the Gallery
ﬁegan to organize major exhibitions of local artists for
éirculation outside the province, the first of ‘'which
appeared in Montreal in December of that year at the

bominion Galleries and included work by Edward Hughes,

Molly and Bruno Boback, B.C. Binning, Lionel Thomas,

3

Peter Aspell, Ralph Blakstad and Shadbolt. The following

&ear, the Gallery sent a show entitled, "Six Canadian
Painters," to the San Francisco Museum of Fine Art which
'featured paintings by Binning, Shadbolt, Thomas, Jerry
jBrusberg, Orville Fisher and Lawren Harris.é In conjunc-
‘tion with the National Gallery of Canada, in October 1951
jthe Gallery brought to Vancouver the first significant |
|collection of contemporary painting from French-—-Canada.5
'Other exhibitions of consequence which toured Cagada'aﬁd
Iwere organized by the Gallery included shows of Erench_
iImpressionist painting and works of the Group.of‘Seven.6

. The Gallery's outlook was made evident by the fact that it
' secured important exhibitions of British and American art,
:particularly a major show of the New York SchooLiof
iAbstract Expressionism which ﬁad recently appeared in
'Paris, and an equally impressive selection of paintings
iby Graham Sutherland and sculpture by Henry Moore, the

latter organized by the Boston Institute of Contempordry

Art.7 Both of these shows appeared in 1953 and are



botable because they were not available to other Canadian

i

cities. An assessment of the Gallery's overall impact
land status was rendered in 1955 by R.H. Hubbard, then

‘Curatoi of Canadian Art for the National Gallery of

Canada:

[Tlhe Vancouver Art Gallery, is one of the most
active of its kind in the country, to judge by the
number and quality of its special exhibiticns and
the heavy use of its facilities by the public. It
occupies the largest gallery building of contemp-
. orary design in Canada and has an excellent
. location in downtown Vancouver.

iVancouver was the newly-formed Fine Arts Gallery at the
. University of British Columbia.. Following its opening in
.i1949, the Gallery immediately revealed its contemporary

‘interests with a series of one-man exhibitions by

Pon Jarvis--and group shows of some of the most advanced

American painters in the Pacific Northwest--Mark ToBy,
Morris Graves, Kenneth.Callaﬁan—ias well as re—exhibiting
several avant-garde collections first displayed by the

' Vancouver Art Gallery. Under the curatorial direction of
Rene Boux, the Gallery began an acqﬁisition programme

and commissioned a local artist fo execute a mural decox-—
ation for the building.9 In addition, it provided a
meetiné—élace for student members of the Visual Afts Club

and the University community.

The other major outlet for the exhibition of art in

leading Vancouver artists--Shadbolt, Brusberg, Thomas and.
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The importance of the University of British
Columbia was even more apparent through'the considerable
influence of the School of Architecture, headed at that
time by Fred Lasserre. Although ironically headquartered
in temporary huts, the impact of this applied school on
local architecture and on the visual arts in Vancouver,
especially through the efforté of the architects
Lasserre and Porter, and the artists teaching design,
Binning and Thomas, was substantial. In large measure,
the emergent interest in archiﬁecture issued from the
tremendous outburst of building activity which took place
in the postwar period. As Lasserre and others frequently
noted, a close relationship existed between contemporary
architectural design and vanguard styles of painting.lO
Undoubtedly, the most important point to be emphasized in
this regard is that Vancoflver was free from any constrain-
ing academic tradition in both areas. Stated simply,
there was little or no resistance to new ideas in painting
and architecture, thereby permitting an immediate.and
widespread acceptance of modern international idioms.
Hubbard summarized this remarkable period of development:

The developments-in architecture siﬁce the war are
related, in no small measure, to the prosperity and
consequent expansion of the Vancouver area during
this period. Egqually important, there has been
virtually no resistance to contemporary modes of
design, There is little to be seen of the conserv-
atism of the East with its tenacious loyalty to the

classii, colonial, Tudor and other styles of the
past. ' C . ’



The third institution--the Vancouver School of Art--
was beyond question the most significant in terms of the
development of painting. During the 1940's the School
steadily enlarged its scope and improved its standards,
expanded its premises, its staff and generally added to
its reputation. As early as 1948, J.W.G. Macdonald con-
sidered it to be "the foremost art school west of

Toronto."12

The reasons for the growing status of the
School stemmed from a burgeoning public interest in art
and the fact that a number of pfofessional artists associ-
ated with the School, either as recent graduates or teach-
ers, were beginning to attain nétional prominence.13

After 1948, the dramatic shift toward a greater understand-
. ing and appreciation of contemporary directions in
painting was characterized in the work of long-time
teachers such as Shadbolt and Binning. Just as these two
artists had overcome.the geographical isolation of the
West Coast through extensive t;avel and study in Europe
and the United States, thelr proteges similarly sought out
a wider range of experiences abroad. For example, between
1946 and 1950, Thomas, Jarvis and Jée Plaskett studied
with the renowned Hans Hofmann in New York.14 The return
of these young artists to Vancouver complemented the
School's impressive faculty, many of whom were now mature

artists. Like Shadbolt, the Bobaks, Hughes and Fisher

had served as Official Canadian War Artists before
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assuming teaching duties. Other instructors and graduates
of the School included Aspell, Brusberg, Gordon Smith and
Alister Bell, in all, a talented cadre of painters and
graphic artists. In 1955, Hubbard observed:
The outlook of the school is uncompromisingly
contemporary and its teaching thorough. The city is
much to be envied in supporting it as part of the
public education system. The present unity of style
in Vancouver exists surely because most of the
artists not only derive from the_same teachers but
quite literally form a "school. 15
To understand the nature of postwar painting in
this region, it is necessary to review briefly the contri-
bution of the first wave of modern painters to work on the
West Coast. From the time of Fredrick Vafley's departure
for Ottawa in 1936 until the end of the Second World War,
the art scene in Vancouver remained largely unchanged.
The first artists and teachers to work with Varley--
William Weston, Charles S&ott andiJ.W.G. Macdonald--had
become well-established regional painters and continued
their important role in the development of local art
education. During this period, however, the only . artists
living in British Columbia to achieve national recognition
were IEmily Carr, a long-time resident of Victoria until

her death in 1945, and Lawren Harris, a leading figure in

the Group of Seven who had moved to Vancouver in 1940.

These six artists, viewed as a group, represented the first

generation of modern painters to work on the West Coast.
In many respects, .they shared a ¢ommon heritage; all had

120



121

beep closely assoéiated with the Group of Seven, either as
members, as in.fhe cases of Varley and Earris, or héd
been deeply influenced by the landscape style of this.move-
ment since the late 1920's, such as Carr, West@n: Scott
and Macdonald. When the Group of Seven was finally
dissolved in 1933, these six artists became founding
members of the Canadian Group of Painters.16 Yet, despite
these close attachments to the Group of Seven, none of
these artists attempted to follow the trend that developed
during the 1930's which viewed Canadian landscape painting
as an expression of patriotic or ﬁationistic sentiment.
Nor did they attempt to transform this landscape style
into an academic tradition. Weston, Scott and Macdonald
carried on Varley's teachings and remained supportive of a
modern approach to painting, while Carr and Harris devel-
oped highly personal styles that were as advance@ as any
painting done in Canada up to the early 1940's. "Although .
few in number, these West Coast artists encoufagéd
innovation and experimentation among the younger group of
painters who were.coming of age during the war years, and,
as a result, helped make Vancouver a relatively.brogress—
ive centre for modern'painting in comparison to other
parts of Canada.

Abstract painting, in fact, had a longer history
in Vancouver than it did in Montreal. As early as 1934,

Macdonald had begun to experiment_with automatic procedures



" as an extreme counterpoint to his more conventional
landscape paintings.17 After 1940, he became a friend of
Lawren Harris who introduced him to Kandinsky's theories
of the spiritual component in art and further encouraged
him in his efforts at abstraction. By 1941, he had
learned more of Surrealism from Herbert Read's Art Now,
and he continued his automatic paintings up to the time he

18 Harris had begun

left Vancouver for Calgary in 1946.
his own shift toward abstraction during his stay in the
United States around 1936 and, after his arrival in
Vancouver, produced hard-edge, geometric abstractions of
the British Columbia landscape.19 These first abstract
paintings done in Vancouver in 1940 oécupy a significant
position in the history of Canadian art in the modern

era. As the art historian and curator Dennis Reid wrote:
"These canvases of Harris's, along with the paintings
brought from Paris early that same year by Alfred Pellan,
represent the first solid beginnings of abstract art in
Canada."20 Macdonald's surrealist-inspired paintings and
Harris's geometric abstractions represented not only the

beginning -of abstract art in Vancouver but formed the

two different approaches to abstraction which characteriz-

ed much of the painting done on the West Coast from the
late 1940's to the early 1960's. The contrasting styles,
of abstraction which Macdonald and Harris followed were

carried on and further advanced by the two artists who

122



emerged after 1950 as the recognized leaders in the new
wave of abstract painting developing in Vancouver, Jack
Shadbolt and B.C. Binning.

In many respects, Shadbolt and Binning pursued a
parallel course in their dual careers as artists and
teachers. Born in the same yedr, {1909) they were both
early graduates of Varley, Scott and Macdonald at the
Vancouver School of Art and both broadened their artistic
education with study and travel in the United States and
.Burope. In 1938 Binning trainéd overseas with the British
sculptor, Henry Moore, and the French painter and leading
exponent of Purism, Amedes Ozenfant, and the next year
studied at the Art Students League in New York. Binning
joined the staff of the Vancouver School of Art in 1934 .
and, apart from study leave, taught there until 1948. He
was appointed Associate Professor of Art at the University
of British Columbia in 1949 and later served as curator
for the University's Fine Arts Gallery. Shadbolt joined
the Vancouver School of Art while Binning was in Europe
and, apart from military service and study leave, remained
there up to his retirement in 1966,

In addition to similarities in their educational
traiﬁing and professional vocation, their artistic devel-
opment also reveals some general parallels. Binning and
Shadbolt both encountered the formal influence of Cubism

from leading teachers of that style in the late 1930's,
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Shadbolt with Lhote and Binning with Ozenfant, and for
each artist it Eook approximately ten years to cqmpletely
digest these lessons. For Binning, the change came in
1948 when he abandoned his representational pen énd ink
drawings of coastal landscapes and began to paint Purist-
inspired oil canvases.21 These new works were lyrical
and decorative abstractions, mostly composed -of geometric
shapes derived from ships' hulls, nautical pennants,
masts and rigging, all arranged into dynamic patﬁerns.22
Shadbolt's shift to abstraction came at about the same
time; after his encounter with sufrealist ideas in New
York in 1948, ﬁe adopted a more organic and gestural type
of painting. The contrasting styles of Shadbolt and
Binning--the free-flowing versus the hard-edge--defined
the polarities of the painting styles followed in
Vancouver in the 1950's.

Binning's long-time preoccupation with architecture
was not only evident in his painting but natﬁraliy led to
a sustained interest in mural decoration. He was perhaps
the best known muralist in Western Canada and received
numerous commissions for large building projectslthrough—
out the region. Binning wrote on the subject of mural
painting and, through his teaching position at' the
University of British Columbia, was a major influence on
the School of Architecture at that instituion.2? Like

Binning, Shadbolt considered mural painting as. an
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important aspect of his work and, in the final chapter of
this discussion, his contribution in this area will be
examined. Although the growth of mural painting in
Vancouver in the post-war period can be largely attributed
to the wide-spread building boom, it also reflected the
general interest in large~scale painting by a number of
the leading abstract artists. In addition to Shadbolt
and Binning, the principal figures involved in mural
commissions were Korner, Smith, Tanabe, Thomas and Bruno
Bobak.24 On the whole, their work in this field repre-
sents a tangible expression of the growing popularity and
acceptanCE'of abstract-art from{the late 1940's onwards.
Local architects viewed this type of applied decoration
as a successful means for offsetting the starkness of
modern design and worked closely with)the artists to make
murals an integral part of the buildings.

The close relationship which devéloped between
artists and architects in Vancouver was further advanced
by the "Art in Living Group"--an offspring of the
regional organization of the Federation of Canadian
Artists begun around 1945.25 This Croup gave many of the
aforementioned painters an opportunity to directly involve
themselves with various aspect; of architectural design.
Early exhibitions assembled by the Art in Living Group
offered the public an introduction to the fundamentals of

architecture and town-planning, as well as an appreciation
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of the aestﬁetic and physical characteristics of progress-—
ive .architecture, the nature and problems of school design
and neighborhood planning.26 Richard Neutra, one of the
foremost architects of the period, lectured at the invit-

27 while mural commissions

ation of this Group in 1946.
were one of the most direct consequences of the coopera-
tion between artists and architects, an equally apparent
result was the fact that many Vancouver artists employed
leading architects to help them design their.own homes
and the architects hired painters to execute murals for
their residences.28 Building their own homes was only one
example of the conventional 1iféstyle that typified the
Vancouver painters. In fact, most of these artists
enjoyed the security of a steady income from teaching.
Peter Desbarets, a journalist with the Winnipeg Tribune,
offered an accurate comment on the assimilation of
Canadian artists into their urban environment:

The exodus from bohemia to surburbia is integrating

the painter with his community. He learns to underx-

stand his neighbors and they come to appreciate him

as a hard-working, productive member of society.

Shadbolt's own recollection of the postwar vears in

—

Vancouver supported a similar viewpoint:

Perhaps no where elde in Canada is the artist so
completely integrated with the middle-class
community pattern. In smaller centres, such as many
across the prairies, the artist is forced into a
lone fight for values, while much larger centres
like Toronto and Montreal tend to subdivide so that
interest groups form their own inner communities.
The artists collect in a colony....



The tendency for artists in Vancouver--and that is
where most of the artists in B.C., of necessity,
collect, is for them to have their own private homes
in the residential districts and to live as reason-

ably assimilated members of the public. Most of them
teach for a steady income to which their painting or
sculpture is a supplement....

Our B.C. artists are generally liked and respected
by their community and are thus unconsciously warmed
by the following of their loyal audience and anxious
to lead them on but not to shock them. They take the
long-term view that creation is deep, steady and a
matter of gersonally unfolding style and unhurried
integrity.

Throughout the decade from 1950 to 1960, a dominant
viewpoint shared by writers in the field of Canadian art

advanced the notion that there was a distinct unity of

style which could be attributed'to a large group of artists

residing in Vancouver. Some éven went as far as to claim
the existence of an identifiable West Coast Schoo.'_L.31
A more critical interpretation suégests that this general-
ization may be somewhat overstated, yet contains a measuré
of trgth sufficient to be of use in describing the basic
characteristics of this group. Most of these writers
appear to hold a common conception of what constituted a
"school," namely, that local or regional schools develop
out of a combination of factors: 1local climatic or geo-
graphic conditions, local enthusiasms and patronage, and
similar educational éxperiences.32
It is clearly evident thét the popular image of the

West Coast style of painting during this period was a

type of surrealist or lyrical abstraction based on organic
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forms and frequently associated with the style of Jack

33 Artists usually connected with this so-called

Shadbolt.
"animistic" approach were the Bobaks, Jarvis, Fisher, Bell,
Smith and Thomas. While all of these Vancouver artists
retained their own artistic integrity and individualism,
their work did have much in common with respect to form
and content. Thematically nearly all of the Vancouver
artists maintained some reference to their local environ-
ment and largely based their paintings on the idea of
extracting essential forms from nature. Like the work of
Toby, Graves and other painters from the Pacific North-
west, the Vancouver artists were interestéd in the
expressive possibilities of Japanese and Chinese calligra-
phy and the Oriental tradition of landscape painting.
From Oriental philosophy they absorbed theories concerning
the unity of man and natu}e——a péntheistic or animistic
view of the natural world. This may be partially explain-
ed by the geog;aphical proximity of the Orient and the
existence of large Oriental populations living in- the area
from San Francisco to Vancouveir. The view of nature
expressed by these artists also belonged to the specific-
ally Canadian traditions which had a significant impact
on this region--particularly English landscape painting
and the influence of the Group of Seven.

The initial exposure of Vancouver artists to a

national audience began:with the. aforementioned
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exhibitions orgaﬂized by the Vancouver Art Gallery in the
early 1950's ana through their participation in the annual
shows of the Canadian Group of Painters. By the mid-
1950's, art critics began to express their excitément with

34 In the first

the flourishing state of Vancouver art.
Biennial of Canadian Painting at the National Gallery of
Canada, the West Coast was well-represented by Jarvis,
Shadbolt, Binning, Thomas, Smith and John Korner. The
first prize was awarded to Smith for his painting,
Structure with Red Sun. The select group of Canadian
artists chosen by jury to représeﬁt the nation at the
World's Fair in Brussels in 1958 further rgflected the
overall importance and position of West Coast artists in
both a national and international forum.35 One year
earlier, Shadbolt had the unique distinction of being the
most honoured Vancouver painter of this period when he

won the Canadian section award and a $1,000 prize for his .
canvas, "Medieval Landscape," at the Guggenhéim Enter—
national Exhibition in New York.

Returnin§ to the main topic--Jack Shadbolt's
career and the artist's significance in contempofary
Canadian painting--it is appfopriate to note some import-—
ant professional details before chronicling his major
exhibitions and reviewing a number of critical responses
to his work. From 1949 to 1963, the middle-years of the

artist's life, Shadbolt enjoyed a generous measure of
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publid success and recognition. During this period, he
established a reputation as one of the leading Canadian
painters of the postwér era. Shadbolt's national visibil-
ity was nét solely derived from his artistic achievements
but stemmed equally from his multi-levelled involvement
in the ‘arts. Aside from his work as a painter, he became
known as a teacher, author, guest lecturer, juror and
organizer of all manner of artistic endeavors.36 By the
early 1950's, Shadbolt had received widespread acclaim as
one of the preeminent artists of the Western region. Not
only had his work provoked serious critical attention
but he had been the subject of ﬁany newspaper articles
and personality profiles. After 1955, his stature - extend-
ed beyond regional boundaries; he was now seen as
occupying a commanding position and worthy of representing
Canada in international competition. This growing recog-
nition was reflected in substantial increases in the
purchase of his work by private collectors and pﬁblic
institutions, in fact, his paintings were sought after by
civic and national galleries, libraries, museums,
universities and corporate offices és well as distinguish-
ed public collections cutside the country. At the same
time, Shadbolt was awarded a nqmber of government fellow-
ships, prizes and public mural commissions, and frequently

invited to exhibit internationally. These achievements
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affirmed in every way his capacity for hard work and a
dedication to his craft.

Upon his return to British Columbia from New York
in the autumn of 1549, he resumed his duties as Head of
Drawing and Painting at the Vancouver School of Art. The
familiar pattern of his life continued, teaching three
days a week and painting whenever time permitted,
primarily in the evening. A year later, he acquired a
heavily-wooded, half-acre property on Sentinel Hill in
Burnaby which offered seclusion and a sense of permanency.
The building of his house in 1950-1951 represented a
family project--his brother, Douglas, a promising young
Vancouver architect, assisted with the design, and Jack
and his wife Doris undertook much of the construction.

Not only did Shadbolt's labors produce a handsome
residence of contemporary design but the task of clearing
the land gave Shadbolt some new perceptions of nature
which were directly incorporated into his cycle of
nature paintings. Reflecting on this experience,
Shadbolt commented in 1965:

I started to dig! 1I'd never experienced digging
through the earth, through layers of material. As
we dug the basement for this house--digging for the
septic tank, that kind of thing--we found lots of
little white lizards. I thought this extraordinary.
Then tree-roots, mole-holes, worm-tracks—--all the
signs of subterranean life. That division between
under the so0il and on the surface of it, that cross-
section idea, has never really left my painting
altogether ever since. And it really came into

existence as a result_o§7setting to work on the
building of this house. L
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On another occasion, he reaffirmed the connection between
the construction of his home and the development and
subsequent success of his abstract painting:

With the new language of abstraction, the digging
around the foundations of the house, and having

land of our own, I recaptured the sense of growing
things, of teeming forests. I began a ten year

cycle of opulent watercolors; I worked in gouache--

in browns, blacks, orange and greens. Up until

then I had sold very few pictures, but these got
circulated, and. I began to get a grip on the public.38

T™wo principal factors_cah be mentioned with
respect to the guestion of how Shadbolt "began to get a
grip on the public." The artist's sustained output and
capacity for remaining contemporary allowed him to
produce new works for public and critical consideration
every year. Moreover, he deliberately pursued an active
exhibition policy. In an article written by the artist
for Canadian Art in 1949, Shadbolt was realistic about
the fact that the market for the sale of art in Canada
was extremely limited, yet he was optimistic about the
overall value of artists participating in the exhibition
of their work.39 He offered the following reasons for
involvement in exhibitions:

As I see it, the possible returns are: £first, an
ultimate increase in reputation with a wider

audience; second, the doubtful possibility of ulti-
mate sales; and third, such intangibles as
satisfaction from cocperation towards the common
advance of art, a feeling of increasing self-assurance
the hope that someone along the way will truly under-

stand your point of view, will see and respond to
your work, and the resulting encouragement.



In the following decade,‘Shadbolt's exhibitions would earn
all of these rewards for him.

A year after returning from New York, Shadbolt
assembled his first retrospective exhibition. Installed
at the University of British Columbia's Fine Arts Gallery
from April 4 to April 22, 1950, and entitled, "J.L.
Shadbolt: A Review of Paintings and Drawings 1933-1950,"
this exhibition summarized the major stages of the art-
ist's evolution and included 72 drawings, water colors and
oil canvases.4l Although mainly composed of earlier work,
this show also served to introduce the public to the
direction Shadbolt's painting had taken since 1948.
Critics noted the new "lyrical gquality" in contrast to
. what they saw as the "excessive intellectualism" which
marked his work in the period 1946 to 1948.42 In 1951,
Donéld W. Buchanan, editor of Canadian Art at this time,
singled out Shadbolt's nature abstractions as being part-

. f
f
icularly praiseworthy:

In many passages in these paintings, there is a
disarming spontaneity which is new to Shadbolt, as
are also these free—-flowing forms which are so
different from his earlier tighter and more angular
conceptions. His recent achievements, at their
best, combine lyricism, regionalism (his inspiration
comes from West Coast flowers and plants and marsh-
lands) and abstraction-~three qualities which haven't
appeared this way in Canadian painting before.43

The retrospective shew in Vancouver and the

national attention it received did much to enhance’

;
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Shadbolt's growiﬂg reputation. Increasingly, he was
invited to participate in small, select exhibitions and -
in largér group shows in Canada and abroad. In June of
1952, he exhibited at the San Francisco Museum'of Art
while teaching summer session at the California School of
Fine Arts. The following January, Shadbolt was represent-
ed in a four—man‘show with. Guy Anderson, Louis Bunce

and Carl Morris at the Seattle Art Museum. Theée two
shows marked the artist's first exposure in the Pacific
Northwest and were generally welljreceiVed.44 His next
exhibition, held at the Vancouver Art Gallery-in.February
and March 1953, included 62 wérks executed between 1948
and 1953.45 A year later, he -had his first important
showing in Toronto since 1948 when he was invited by the
Art Gallery of Toronto to exhibit along with Roloff

Benny, a young artist from the prairies.46 In Nbvembéf
that year, Shadbolt exhibited 30 new paintings at the Art
Gallery of Greater Victoria, most of which were éevoted to
the theme of bird images. According to Colin Graham, the
Curator of the Gallery, Victorians purchased ove£ half of
the paintings within the first few days of the oipening.47
In October 1955, he joined E.J. Hughes in-a two-man show
at the Montreal Museum pf Fine Art, and, one month later,
appeared at the gallery of the Winnipég School of Art.48
George Swinton, a well—known_Winnipeg painter and art

educator, wrote of these works:

1.34



Birds in the Tide Marsh and Plague of Birds are
the type of paintings for which Shadbolt has become
so well-known,--magnificient watercolors of great
color subtlety and linear expressiveness, in which
a major theme is taken and then its suggestiveness
is developed in variations of the forms. 1In both
pictures sea birds are the starting point and their
activities and forms animate the pictures to the
extent of creating images of a supernatural bird
world ....

It is this mysterious animation of Shadbolt's
that links him so closely to West Coast folk lore
and which, at the same time, establishes his un-
disputed position in Canadian art.

Shadbolt's numerous exhibitions in Canada and the
Pacific Northwest brought him a considerable national and
regional reputation., As a direct result, he was now
selected to represent Canada .in international competition.
In the period from 1953 to 1956, he was invited to exhibit
at the following events: Caracas Biennial, Venezeula
(1953); Sao Paulo Biennial, Brazil (1954); Venezeula
International Exhibition .(1955); Carnegie International
Exhibition, Pittsburgh (1955); and, Biennale di Venezia in
Venice, Italy (1956).50

On the whole such international shows gave
Canadian artists,; curators and critics the chance to
compare what was happening in their own country with
contemporary developments elsewhere. Furthermore, these
shows served to confer a degree of status on participants
and, at the same time, assisted in delineating a hier-

archy within the national community of artists. 1In

retrospect, at least with reference to the Canadian
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scene, there appears to be a strong correlation between
invitations to exhibit internationally and the develop-
_ment of an artist's national reputation. It is egually -
apparent that the establishment of an artist's.reputation
is, as a rule, a cumulative process. First the artist
must achieve a certain level of national acclaim in order -
to be chosen for international competition. However,
once selected, the status accrued from this distinction
further bolsters an artist's national position. This
cumulative effect is clearly illustrated in Shadbolt's
case. -

For Shadbolt, one of ;ﬁe immediate benefits derived
from this period of sustained productivity and public
recognition was the award of a Canadian Overseas Fellow-
ship in 1956. Valued at $4,000 plus travel expenses, the
grant enabled him and his wife to study and travél in
France for one year.51 This opﬁortunity to work:in Europe
was important to Shadbolt's artistic development for a
number of reasons. Not only did it provide him with the
time necessary for reflection and self-renewal but it gave
him an uninterrupted and lengthy period in which he could
devote himself completely to painting.

Before leaving Vancouver, Shadbolt had begun to
experiment with oil painting, a medium he had left untouch-

ed since the late 19240's. No doubt Shadbolt felt that he
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had gained sufficient mastery over such fluid media as
water color, ink and gouéche and, moreoﬁer, it is not
unlikely that he perceived oil éainting as having the
. poténtial for greater expressive possibilities and saw it
of more iasting value. Apart from these immediate person-
al concerns, several other considerations were influential
in Shadbolt's decision to work in oils. Gordon Smith, one
of Shadbolt's fellow artists at the Vancouver School of
Art, had recently made the tranéition from water colors to
oils--a transition that was obviously successful in that
Smith received the top award inithe First Biennial of
Canadian Painting at the Nationél Gallery of Canada in
1955.52 Such recognition was uﬁdoubtedly of interest to
an artist of Shadbolt's ambition. Mofeover, Shadbolt must
have realized at this time that if he continued to restrict
himseif solely to water colors he would be unable to join
the mainstream of Abstract Expressionism, a movement fast
becoming the dominant style of international art in the
1950's. Borduas and Riopelle, two of the leading French-
Canadian artists, had already gone beyond their earlier
surrealist tendencies to become recognized as major
abstract expressionists and, in Toronto, a new group
called Painters Eleyen, férmed-arqund 1954, were equally
53

committed to this international style. Shadbolt's

presence in New York in the late 1940's had not only
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provided him with a first-hand glimpse of the emergence
of the New York School of Abstract Expressionism, but his
approach to abstract painting derived from the same cubist
. and surrealist sources of this movement. It was not until
1556, howéver, that Shadbolt began to expand his range of
media and make subsequent readjustments to his style. By
then, Abstract Expressionism had achieved phenomenal suc-
cess and had become the new vanguard of modern art.

Upon his arrival in France in September 1956,
Shadbolt settled down to work in Menton on the French
Riviera. Inspired by the dramatic change in climate and
the wvivid colors and brilliant light of the Mediterranean,
he first executed a series of pastels-and repfesentational
drawings in order to adjust to his changed environment.

In an article published in Canadian Art, entitled, "A
Year in the Sun," Colin Graham, a close associate of the
artist, faithfully recorded Shadbolt's own impressions
and concerns during this eventful year in France. Graham
recounted Shadbolt's initial difficulties:
How could one get on to canvas "dry tingling sun heat"”
after decades steeped in the moist and veiled atmos-
phere of the British Columbia coast? How [to] deal
with the startling strawberry and Pompeilan reds, the
lime greens and "crushed pinks" of the stucco villas
with their age-~old crumbling textures? Or the stepped
hillside vineyards with their brilliant ochres and
red oxides?>4

Gradually, Shadbolt discovered from his experiments with

pastels the appropriate form and color to capture the
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essence of this wholly different landscape. In little
more than three months, Shadbolt had executed over 50 oils
on canvas.55

The series sf abstractions completed at Menton in
late 1956 and early 1957 represented both a‘highly unified
body of paintings and marked a new phase of the artist's
development. In comparison with Shadbolt's work during
the period 1949 to 1955, a number of significant changes
are apparent. In general the symbolic character of his
earlier imagery has been reduced and, although images are
still derived from the landscape, the scene principally
serves as a motif for the organization of patterns of
color. 1In effect, the subject matter of these abstractions
is the artist's phygical manipulation of raw pigment.
Stated simply, the artist attempts to make evident the
spontaneous properties of the paint, as if to release the
magical force of light and color imprisoned in the material.
In essence, the individual forms have become more ghost-
like or evasive and are submerged into a mosaic pattern——
this type of painting does not represent but resembles the
natural world,

In most of the Meﬂton.abstractions, Shadbolt
abandoned the use of brushes aﬂd applied the oil paint

with strips of cardboard or "anything else handy" which

he used like a palette knife.56 The rich impasto surface
- . - .

produced by this technigue-allowed Shadbolt to build the
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" painting out of broad patches of color. Although he sac-
rificed the fluid lines which chafacterized his water
colors, this method permitted Shadbolt to retain an equal
- degree of expressive spontaneity while at the same time
creating é more composed or aréhifectonic sense of struc-
ture. Areas of color are marshalled into a lopsely-~
arranged grid of vertical and horizontal patterning.

It is evident in these paintings from Menton that
Shadbolt had come to appreciate moie fully Hans Hofmann's
theories concerning the interplay of color areas and
spatial dynamics. The.two—diméﬁsional nature of the
picture plane is asserfed by tﬁe thick application of
ﬁaint while the rich texture brings the forms close to
the surface. As Colin Graham observeé:

Space is created mainly through the advancing and
receding properties of colour, and it is colour which
plays the major role in the paintings. Chromatically
intense, affirmative and joyous, it now creates not
only the space but the light.27

To a large extent, Shadbolt had eliminated the sharp tonal
contrasts familiar to his earlier work in water colors,
ink and gouache. Now, he concentrated on "using small
slabs of intense hue" to achieve the effect of "color-as-
1ight."58 Upon his return to Canada, Shadbolt explained
his motivation behind these "high-keyedh works. He

stated that these paintings were "in a very real sense

my private poetry, intended to evoke only, so that I can
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hold vivid on my return to a grey light, certain partie-
ularlf cherished sensations."59 From his experiences in
France, Shadbolt discovered "a greatly extended range of
textural inventions and a new. colour-light voéabulary.“60
The most single famous work from the Menton series,
_ WMedieval Landscape," the painting which won for Shadbolt
the coveted Guggenheim award for Canada in 1958, exemp-

lifies the major elements of'thié whole stylistic group-

61 Like much of the Menton work, this painting

ing.
typifies the artist's method of "processing" a landscape.62
Distilled from a number of different impressions, frag-
ments of buildings--mainly roéftops and walls-—-emerge from
the pattern of ceclox patches. "Medieval Landscape," like
other works in the "town-cycle," conveys a strong sense of
formal unity--the integration of architectural elements
with their surrounding environment--wherein the images
derived from the wvisible world ére transformed iﬁto

purely plastic forms. Although predominantly abstract,
this work expresses iﬂ a lyrical manner the artist's
interpretation of nature. Moxeover, the overallfgestural
quality and the use of glowing color harmonies suggest the
sensuous pleasure Shadbolt felt from handling paint.
Clearly, this expressionist concern with the possibilities
of manipulating paint directly connects Shadbolt's

Mediterranean work to the general interests of those



142

_groups of French painters loosely identified as Tachists
or belonging to the movement Art Informel.63 |
The high-keyed colors of the Menton paintings
distinguish them as an isolated and unique corpus of
work. Following his return to Vancouver, Shadbolf read-
justed his palette, introducing darker hues to create a
more sombre expression--one that was in keeping with the
West Coast climate. Gradually, the tightly-structured
mosaic patterning of the Menton abstractions gave way to
a more rhymthmic approach. Undoubtedly, painting in oils
had proved to be a liberating experience and had given
him a sense of confidence in using this médium. He was
now free to adopt a more paintefly technique and to
explore richer textural effects and a wider range of
colors. In general, Shadbolt's post-Menton work retained
many of the same themes ﬁhich had occupied him during the
past decade. Paintings such as "Autumn Tokens" (1958),
"Below Naples" (1958), "Up from the Deep" (1959) and
"Italian Garden" (1959) reflect his abiding interest in
elements of nature, particularly, plant life, marine
forms and birds.64
Between 1959 and 1963, Shadbolt further explored
different variations of Abstract Expressionism. In 1959-

1960, he produced a series of "Calligraphic Paintings "

mostly inks and gouaches, which revealed his interest .in



143

the "action painting" of Pollock and de Kooning. Tbrough
his use of fast strokes and slashes of the brush, Shadbolt's
calligraphic paintings reflected a violent and chaotic
mood. Examples of this style can be seen in such works as
"Battered Head" (1959) and "Requiem for a Friend" (1960);65
Increasingly, Shadbolt's work in all media suggested his
attempt to exéress the primacy of the unpremeditated act
of painting. The next group of Mediterranean paintings,
completed during a second one-year visit to France, Italy
and Greece in 1960~1961, were far less ordered in appear-
ance than their Menton precursors of 1957. In these later
works, raw olil pigment is dripped and smeéred on the can-

66

vas with raucous effect. "Collioure, Riviera Coast"

(1961) perhaps best exemplifies the artist's expression-
istic use of color and texture at this t:ime.67 Unlike his
earlier wotrk where vague Eemblanées of landsqapes could be
discerned, these new works appear completely abstract. In
the Stratford Festival Art Exhibition Catalogue, published
in 1959, Shadbolt summarized his basic working method :

I paint with no preconceived notion of what my
finished picture will or should be. I may staxt with
a token subject, as a convenience; but in reality I
let the true subject reveal itself as the picture
takes on its final configuration. I concentrate on
the experience and enter as deeply as possible into
its inner meaning--that is, when I can sense, after
considerable "feeling out" of the canvas, what the
nature of the experience is. Usually I am aware.of a
' strong mood which expresses itself in the sensuous
excitement of some one colour, or in the special nature
of 'a form configuration which I have vivid in my mind.
Thus I get enough clues to locate the strategy needed
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to get the canvas started in a preliminary rough-out--
to know the quality and movement and. shape of its big
areas and to know its precise overtone--whether of
land-edge against sea, or rockface, or old village;
whether it is explosive or luminous, monoclithic or
rhythmic, epic or intimate, cross-sectional or panor-
amic. All in all, I suppose, I dwell in portents and
imagegsand I crave a continuous flow of energy in my
work.

Despite the dramatic changes and constant evolution
of Shadbolt's style after 1957, his work continued to
receive widespread acceptance. The first group of Mediter-
ranean paintings were successfully'exhibited in one-man
shows at the New Design Gallery in Vancouver in the

autumn of 1957, the Art Gallgryipf Greater Victoria in
January 1958, and at tﬁeiéééﬁfléﬂagiﬂﬂggéum in March 1958.
The following year, the artist §ssembled a "Ten Year Retro-
spective Exhibition" for the Vancouvef Art Gallery.

Between 1960 and 1963, . Shadbolt held highly popular one~-man
shows-in Vancouver (New Design Gallery, 1960, 1961 and
1963); Seattle (Zoe Dusanﬂe Gallery, 1960, 1962); Toronto
(Laing Galleries, 1960, 196l1); and Victoria {Art Gallery

of Greater Vicforia, 1260 and 1961), Furthermore, in
addition to his continued participation in annual group
shows in Canada and the Pacific Northwest, Shadbolt's

work was selected for exhibition at the Biennials of Cana-
dian Painting, National Gallery of Cangﬁé {1955, 1957,

1959 and 1961); at Dallas (1958), Portland (1959),

Brooklyn (1959) and Louisville (1962) in“theé United
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Staﬁes; and in international exhibitions at Brussels
{1958), the Guggenheim International Exhibition in New York
(1958), Seattle World's Fair (1962), Warsaw (1962) and the
Tate Gallery in London (1963). 1In all, these exhibitions

represented an impressive achievement for Shadbolt.
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Y 13‘Shadbolt was one of the first to identify and
actively promote the idea of a West Coast group of Painters
{(Jack Shadbolt, "A Report on Art Today in British Columbia,"
Caradian Art, Vol. IV (November-December 1946), pp. 4-5, 45).
In this article he stated:

"The most outstanding evidence of a creative ferment
in British Columbia is the emergence of a student group
of younger artists centred around the Art School. This
group might justly be regarded as one of the most sig-
nificant creative groups in Canada today. It has as
vet produced no large body of work, but there is every
evidence of calibre which in the next few years will
make its presence felt in the Canadian scene as it now
is locally.... 2Among the present leaders are Ronald
Thom, Don Jarvis, Bruce Boyd, Joan Wright, Dorothy
Mouat, and Peter Aspell."

Shadbolt also included a list of what he considered "senior
exhibitors": Lawren Harris, J.W.G. Macdonald (gone to
Calgary), W. P. Weston, B. C. Binning, Jane Bullaux, Nan
Cheney, Pat McPherson, J. Parker, Lionel Thomas, Orville
Fisher, Paul Goranson, Edward Hughes, Pat Cowley-Brown,
Harry Hood, Gerald Tyler, Bob Alexander, Paul Rand, Ronald
Jackson, Marian Morham, Mildred Valley Thornton, Dorothy
Willis, C. H. Scott, Joe Plaskett, Illingworth Kerr, Fred
and Betty Amess, Gladys Ewan, Alister Bell, Bess Harris,
Mrs., F. C. Bell, Irene Reid, Catelle Porter, Gordon Smith,
Jack Shadbolt, George Angliss and Sing Lin.

Other references to a West Coast group include: "Directions
in British Columbia Painting," Canadian Art, Vol. V (October-
Novembexr 1847), pp. 2-6; "A New West Coast Group," Vol. VI
(Spring 1949), p. 127; Charles Scott, "New Tides in West
Coast Art," Vol. VII (Christmas-New Year 1950), pp. 58-59.

o4 Joe Plaskett, "Some New Canadians and Their Debt
to Hans Hofmann," Canadian Art, Vol. X (Winter 1953), pp. 59-
63. - ' . :
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15 Hubbard, p. 100,

‘ 16 puval, Four Decades, p. 14.
17 Harper, Paitnting in Canada, p. 362.
18 Reid, Canadian Painting, pp. 192-193,
19 puvai, p. 26.
20 peid, p. 195.
21 . '
Ibid., P. 276.
22

Donald W, Buchanan, "Exponent of a New Architec-
ture in Paint," Conadian Art, Vol. VI (Summer 1949}, pp. 148-
150,

23 B, C., Binning "Colour in Architecture," Canadian
Art, Vol. XI (Summer 1954), pp. 140-141, and, "Mosaics:
Vancouver to Venice and Return," Vol, XV (November 1958),
pp. 252-257,

24 For example, in 1953-54 alone, Thomas painted
murals for the new Imperial 0il Building and Mercantile
Bank in Vancouver; Korner did murals for the home of the
-architect Douglas Simpson and the residence of R. J. Young;
Tanabe painted a mural at the University of British
Columbia; Bruno Bobak created a concrete relief mural for
the Vancouver School of Art after it moved from its old
location at Cambie & Dunsmuir to the newly renovated build-
ing on Hamilton Street; Binning executed decorative designs
for the advertising firm of M. J. O'Brien and the B. C.
Electric Co.; and, Shadbolt painted a mural for another
advertising firm of Cockfield, Brown and Company.

25 Fred A. Amess, "The Art in Living Group", Canadian
Avt, Vol, V (Autum 1947), p. 13.

26 7pid.

21 "Vancouver Discusses Modern Architecture,"
Canadian Art, Vol, III (Summer 1946), p. 170.

28 Douglas Shadbolt designed a house for the Bobaks’
and assisted his brother Jack; Arthur Erickson designed
Gordon Smith's home and that of the artist Charles Stegeman;
and, Binning designed his own home.

29 "Art in Full Flight from Bohemia," Winnipeg
Tyibune, 2 Novembexr 1957.

30 'Poronto '61l' in Vancouver," Arts Council News
EVancouveri, Vol. XIII (January 1962), p. 1.

31 R. H. Hubbard's previously cited article, “4
Climate for the Arts,” is the most important single document
to advance this position:
"In painting as in architecture the main character—
stics are a youthful vmgour and orlglnallty. ‘Along
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with originality goes a unity of style, a unanimity
of purpose, that is remarkable in the face of the
"modern passion for individuality and that seems to
denote an admirable modesty and seriousness on the
part of the artists. The style itself, derived very
largely from the example and teaching of Jack
Shadbolt, is a sort of abstraction based on organic
forms. In this it shows the effect of influences
from Graham Sutherland in England and from nearby
American painters like Morris Graves of Seattle."
Alan Jarvis, Director of the National Gallery of Canada,

" wrote in the introduction to the catalogue of the Canadian
section in the Venice Biennale (Biennale di Venezta XXVIII, 1956,
p. 278}:

"The general influence of the English painters has
been strong upon the vigorous school of painting
which has sprung up in Vancouver durlpg the past five
years under Shadbolt's inspiration.”

Eric Newton, an English critic and profeSsor, cffered a
generalized viewpoint ("Canadian Art in Perspective,"
Canadian Art, Vol: XTI (Spring 1954), p. 94): .

"Tt is easy, no doubt, to exaggerate the effects
of environment, but I do not think I am wrong in
detecting a large-scale rhythmic energy in the
painting of the Vancouver school.

Art historians writing from a longer vantage point did not
enlarge greatly on these opinions. Russell Harper placed
Shadbolt, Smith, Jarvis, and Koxner under the title of
"Lyrical Expresglonlsm" and saw their work as being closely
connected to the painters of the Pacific Northwest (Painting
in Canada, p. 359). Dennis Reid wrote of this perlod
(Canadian Painting, pp. 277-279): -

"The dominant concern among Vancouver palnters
during the fifties, however, was perva51ve -hature,
which found its principal spokesman in Jack Shadbolt...
These painters [Shadbolt, Jarvis, Smith, Tanabel,
exploring theirvsubjective reactions to nature, domi-
nated the art scene in Vancouver until well -into the
sixties, and ... were seen nationally as the most

coherent 'group' working outside Montreal."
32 The Vancouver artists, like many of  the American

painters in the neighboring states of Washington and Oregon,
adapted contemporary international styles of abstraction--
surrealist, gestural, lyrical, expressionistic-=to suit
their own unique geography and climate and artistic tradi-
tions. Overall it would be difficult to clearly distinguish
between Canadian and American artists working in this
general region.

33 Hubbard et al, rf. #31. .

34 As Harper wrote (Painting in Cancda, p. 398):
"British Columbia painting, particularly that in Vancouver,
surged forward in the forties and fifties until newspapers
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spoke of a western art renaissance."®

35 Alan Jarvis noted this fact in his discussion
of the selection of artists to be shown in the Canadian
Pavilion at the Brussels Fair ("Recent Developments in the
Visual Arts in Canada," Royal Society of Arts Journal, London,
Vol. CVI C[November 19581, pp. 960-961]:

*Analysing the list geographically it is interest-
ing to note how the artists from Montreal and
Vancouver now overwhelminglyv outnumber those from
Toronto, the centre of avant garde painting in the days
of the Group of Seven: it is small wonder that there
was an outcry from Toronto artists when the list was
published!™

The selection committee limited itself "to the work of
those living artists who have made their impact in Canada
during the post-war period" (Canadian Art for the Brussels
International and Universal Exhibition," Canadian Art, Vol.
XIII [Summer 19561, p. 342). The complete list of this
'who's who! of Canadian art was provided by Donald W.
Buchanan ("The Changing Face of Canadian Art," Canadian Art,
Vol. XV [January 19583, pp. 23-24):
"Ioouis Archambault, Montreal; Leon Bellefleur,
Montreal; B. C. Binning, Vancouver; Bruno Bobak,
Vancouver: Paul-Emile Borduas, Montreal and Paris;
Alexander Colville, Sackville, N. B.; Jean Dallaire,
Montreal; Albert Dumoucliel, Montreal; Anne Kahane,
Montreal; Jean-Paul Lemieux, Quebec; Kenneth Lochhead,
Regina; Jean-Paul Mousseau, Montreal; Jack Nichols,
Toronto; Alfred Pellan, Montreal; Joe Plaskett, _
Vancouver; Jean-Paul Riopelle, Montreal and Paris:
Goodridge Roberts, Montreal; William Ronald, Toronto;
J. L. Shadbolt, Vancouver; Takao Tanabe, Vancouver;
. Gentile Tondino, Montreal; Jacques de Tonnancour,
Montreal; Harold Town, Toronto."

36 Apart from the Vancouver School of Art, Shadbolt
taught at Victoria College Summer School (1952); California
School of Fine Arts, San Francisco (1953); and at the
University of Saskatchewan Emma Lake Workshop (1955). 1In
the latter case, Shadbolt was the first guest instructor at
Emma Lake, a workshop which subsequently became famous for
having the leading American exponents of Post-Painterly
Abstraction as summer teachers. Shadbolt frequently gave
public lectures at the Vancouver Art Gallery and the
University of British Columbia as well as in other parts of
Western Canada. In addition, he served as art adjudicator
for the Saskatchewan Arts Festival, Regina {1954) and as
director, Outdoor Art Festival, Vancouver (1954}. The
same year he participated in two one-half hour programmes
on his own painting for the television show, "Looking at
Art," CBUT, Vancouver. Shadbolt's extensive jurying ex-
perience included: B, C. Annual Exhibition, Vancouver;



151

vancouver Island Artists Annual, Victoria; Pacific North-
west Annual, Seattle; National Gallery Biennial Regional
Selection Jury; and, the Canadian Group of Painters Jury.

37 Interviewed by David Watmough, "A Few Words
With Artist Shadbolt,” Vancouver Sun, 4 June 1965, sec. A,

p. 5.
38 Quoted\in P{me, 8 September 1961, p. 18.

?9 "A Plea, Not for More Caution,.but for Less,”
Conadian Art, Vol, VII (October 1949), pp. 26-27.

40 Ibid., p. 26. 1In the same article, Shadbolt
offered some final reascons for attempting to reach the
public (p. 27): , ,

"Why not accept the historical necessity of our
position, not in the sense of flaunting or ignoring
the public but rather in assuming the leadership that
is being demanded of art to vindicate the personal
and intuitive in a world of depersonalizing complexity
... Certainly in the 'good old days', artists were
free to create by being sure of their faith and social
status. They were free from responsibilities, as it
were, but their freedom only extended to creating
within the existing pattern. We have been given a
new freedom--to initiate, rather than merely follow."

41 University of British Columbia Fine Arts
Gallery Catalogue.

42 Donald Buchanan, "Shadbolt Explores a World of
Rooteg and Seeds," Canadian Art, Vol. VII (Spring 1951), p.
114; Richard Lawrence, "The Main Who Paints Nightmares,™
Mayfair Magazine, December 1951, p. 99; and, Marya Fiemengo,
"Images in the Abstract," P, M. Magazine,Vol. I, no. 3,
(February n.d.), p. 35.

43 4.

44 Of Shadbolt's one-man show at the San Francisco
Museum of Art, the critic Alfred Frankenstein commented
. ("An Objective Study of the Current Shows by Non~Objective
Artists," San Francisco Chronicle, 8 June 1952):

"For Shadbolt, art seems to be totem, a medicine
object, a thing of magical, fierce and incantatory
-properties. His forms seem based on those of spear
and shield; they are jagged and sharp and move with
the swift zigzag of a wild man's knife, The browns,
blacks and whites of these pictures reminded me of
tapa cloth and of the painted sculpture of the
Melanesians, but it turns out Shadbolt is a Canadian
and that the principal influence on his work has
been the art of the Northwest Indians; at all events
its philosophic primitivism is clear enough.”

Kenneth Callahan, curator of the Seattle Art Museum, made

Lo
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the following remarks about Shadbolt's first showing ("N. W.
Artists Show Trend to Abstract," Seattle Times, 25 January
1953):

"Tn the case of Shadbolt, a Canadian whose work
has not been exhibited in Seattle before, it is not
known whether his present style of abstract expression-
ism is a transition from an earlier interest in
realism,

"In this exhibition Shadbolt proves himself a
sensitive, accomplished artist who has the rare combi-
nation of talent in formal picture construction and a
strong feeling for nature.”

The following year Callahan again singled Shadbolt out for
mention ("N. W. School of Painting Emerging," Seattle Times,
29 October 1954}): . '

"Shadbolt's 'Invaders,' a symbolic semi-
abstraction from nature, is one of the most fully
realized paintings in the show. 1In recent years
something closely approximating a school of Northwest
painting has become increasingly apparent. The work
stems from nature, is usually nonrepresentational and
is often highly abstracted. Shadbolt fits into this
category, as do Alden Mason, Tsutakawa, bavid McCosh,
Schwidder, Horiuchi and Lucas." :

45upaintings by J. L. Shadbolt, 1948-1953,"
Vancouver Art Gallery (February 24 to March 17, 1953)
Catalogue.

46 Reviewed by Paul Duval, "Contemporary Artists
Mirror The Troubled Times," Saturday Night, 6 February 1954,
p. 5, and, Rose Macdonald, "At the Galleries," Toronto
Telegram, 7 February 1954. :

47 ap Kent, "Victorians Scramble to Buy Examples
of Modern Painting," Victoria Daily Times, 5 November 1954.
Other references include: "Shadbolt Rises to New Heights
With Showing of Bird Paintings," Victoria Daily Times, 27
October 1954, and, "J. L. Shadbolt = Recent Paintings,™:
Arts Centre of Greater Victoria, 1954, Catalogue.

48 Shadbolt received considerable acclaim from
the Montreal newspapers for this show: "Hughes and Shadbolt
Exhibiting Paintings," Montreal Cazette, 8 October 1955;
Robert Ayre, "Art Notes," Montreal Star, 8 October 1955; and,
R. de Repentigny, "Shadbolt, the West Coast Mousseau," ILa
Presse, 15 October 1955.

49 “Two Canadian Painters," Winnipeg Tribune, 14
November 1955.
50

: Canada made its first appearance at the Venice
Biennale in 1952 when it was represented by Emily Carr,
Goodridge Roberts, David Milne and Alfred Pellan; by 1954
the ascendancy of abstract painting was clearly recognized
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with the selection of paintings by Paul-Emile Borduas,
Jean-Paul Riopelle and B. C. Binning; and, in 1956, abstract
styles were evident in various media: prints by Harold Town,
sculpture by Louis Archambault, and paintings by Jack
Shadbolt. o

51 wcanadian Government Overseas Awards,
Art, Vol. XIV (Autumn 1956}, p. 34.

22 Anthony Emery, "Gordon smith and the Gesture of
Painting," Canadian Art, Vol, XIV (Autumn 1956), p. 4.

53 Reid, Canadian Painting, pp. 240-245.
54 Vol, XV (January 1958}, pp. 94-85,-
5 Ibid. p. 95.

56 Quoted in, "Engégements with Paint," Time,
8 September 1961, p. 18,

57 Graham, "A Year in the Sun," pp. 96-97.

58 Quoted in, "J, L. Shadbolt Ten Year Retrospec-
tive Exhibition," Vancouver Art Gallery (February 24 to
March 22, 1959), Catalogue.

59

" Canadian.

Quoted in, "A Year in the Sun," p. 148.
0 .
Ibhid.

61 Also titled as "Medieval Town," this painting is
Shadbolt's most reproduced work: (Chronologically) Canadian
Art, Vol. XV (Spring 1958), p. 97 and Vol. XV (Winter 1958),
p. 26; Malcolm Ross, The Arts in Canada, (Toronto: Macmillan,
Co., 1958), p. 15; Christian Seience Monitor, 24 March 1959;
Paintinge and Sculpture of the Pacific Northwest, Portland Art
Museum Exhibition, (Portland Art Association: Portland,
1959), p. 48; Herbert Read, 4 Concise History of Modem 4rt,
{London: Thames and Hudson, 1959), p. 336; R. H. Hubbard,
An Anthology of Canadian Art, (Toronto: Oxford University Press,
1960), plate 127, and The Development of Canadian Art, (Ottawa:
National Gallery of Canada, 1963), p. 129.

2 Dorothy Adlow, "Guggenheim Awards,“ Christian
Setience Monitor, 24 March 1959, p. 23, :

63 Art Informel is a term invented by -the French
critic Michel Tapie, and is esgqually broad and vague in
useage as Abstract Expressionism. It generally refers to
the mainstream of French abstraction in the post-war
period when younger painters sought to go beyond the tradi-
tion of Cubism by adopting more intuitive, spontaneous and
undigciplined approaches. Tachisme (from the French word
tache) may be considered as a sub-group within this larger
movement and is distinguished by the use of the blot, the
stain, the spot or drip. As Werner Haftmann commented
(Painting in the Twentieth Century, [London: Lund Humphries,
19683, Vol. II, p. 331):
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"The conception of painting as a spontaneous,
psychographic visual expression of direct life-
impulses has in the last decade extended to the whole
of western painting. It has already acquired a
number of well known names, including ‘art 1nformel‘
rart autre', ‘tachisme', ‘'action painting', and

Tabstract expreSSLOnlsm' In Europe it was the tragic
work of Wols which many young painters took as their
model. The basic idea, however, goes a long way back
-—to Kandinsky's abstract Expressionism of the years
1911-14, to Paul Klee's psychic improvisations and to
the automatic experiments of Dada and the early
Surrealists."

64 Shadbolt wrote of these paintings (Vancouver Art

Gallery Catalogue, 1959):

"gsince then, back in B, C., I have been re-
comprehending the enigmatic nature images which still
fascinate me. The result is a group of recent large
canvases, structurally controlled but loose in
handling and with a new smoulder of colour."

65 0f these script paintings; Shadbelt remarked
("*Jack Shadbolt Exhibition," New Design Gallery (Vancouver)
Catalogue, 1963) :

"Mostly I take a lyrlc delight in the rhythms and
the counter-rhythms in the flow of a script; but also
there is the fascination between characters and
1ntervals and the deciphering of 'meaning-about-to-be-
revealed'! as each letter shapes and adds its particu-
larized form idea. ©Like the absorbing interest of
handwriting itself, only given a poetic nostalgia
when seeming to be some unknown or forgotten language,
as with ancient runes or hieroglyphs,"

66 The paintings done in the Mediterranean in 1961

did not impress the Toronto critics and for the first time
Shadbolt came under harsh attack. Of the show in the Laing
Gallery in November 1961, Paul Duval wrote.("Accent on Art,"
Toronto Telegram, 25 November 1961): :
"Shadbolt has painted some of the most personal and
memorable pictures of his generation. Now he has
come up with his weakest display to date.
“Apart from three or four canvases, notably Bouquet,
Dry Surmer and White Town, this exhibit is filled with
tentative and loosely constructed efforts. The bright,
heavily loaded colors are more florid than festive and
for some reason there is a complete lack of the
artist's customary incisive draughtsmanship."
Robert Fulford was equally negative about this show
("sShadbolt," Toronto Daily Star, 18 November 1961):
"Most of his pictures are, at best, sweetly messy. _
Only once in a while~-in "Memory of a White Town" and
parts of the dazzling "Blue Channel"——does Shadbolt
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. show any real authority; and then the dominant force
is the old, not the new, Shadbolt."

67 Reproduced, National Gallery, Shadbolt, plate
(color) 3.

68 Stratford Festival Art Exhibition, Clatalogue,

1959.

]



CHAPTER ' V

L}

MURAL COMMISSIONS AFTER 1845

Before concluding this‘discussion of Sﬁadbolt‘s
career up to 1963, some mention must be made of the artist's
later work as a muralist. A brief survey describing five
of these wall murals will prdvide further insight into
Shadbolt's development as an abstract painter in the post-
war period and, at the same time, reveal his mature under- °
standing and approach to the complex probiem of deﬁigning
large works for a particular architectural setting. More-
over, these public commissions serve as apother measure of
the artist‘'s important position in modern Canadian painting.

As previously notéa, ShadEolt's interest in'lérge— |
scale paintings began in the early 1930's during a visit
to the United States where he saw the highly publicized
murals of the American regionalists and the Mexican social
realists. Several yvears later, as a student in Paris in
1937-38, he studied the large paintings of many Renais-
sance and Barogque masters and shared in the excitement
surrounding the Paris exhibition of Guernica, Picasso's
epic vision of war. By the early 1940's mural cemmissions
for the home of Mortimer Lamb, the Vogue Theatre and the

'United Services Centre,thad enabled Shadbolt to gain



valuable experience in large works, yet such ambitions were
somewhat frustrated by a lack of interest in this type of
painting on the West Coast at that time.1 However, the

. post-war building boom in Vancouver did much to change the
situation} It not only brought with it an overall

increase in mural commissions but also an acceptancé of
abstract painting and design as suitable forms of decora-
tion for contemporary architecture. Like other Vancouver
artists, Shadbolt welcomed this new patronage.

As in his easel painting; Shadbolt's approach in
these public mural commissions ?eflected a total commit-
ment to a vanguard style of absfraction. One reason he
considerea abstraction as a moré suitable idiom for wall
painting was that the nature of moderh_architecture had
substantially altered by mid-century. As he commented in-
19533 |

To begin with, we do not build buildings now with

that same belief in their permanence which previously
reassured the artist about the enduring existence and
meaning of his work. We accept the idea of change
and that the building itself may be rebuilt, redecor-
ated or remodelled withip its honeygomb frame within
a period of twenty or thirty years.
Shadbolt also addressed himself to the guestion of content
and concluded: "[Wle have no conviction about a set of
durable symbols in which our whole society has a common
belief, nor a sense of permancé in mythology which c¢ould

producy a stability of style."3 Yet he welcomed this new

freedom from:traditional concerns:

157



I had always wanted to be a mural painter but I
had long since been discouraged by being unable to
conceive of the present-day mural as permanent
enough to bear a load of serious content. Now that I
have come to accept the idea of change as our norm, I
‘accept temporariness, and this allows me to cease
thinking of the mural only in epic terms, with all
their consequent problems, and to focus,on the
personal, intimate and lyrical aspects.

Contemporary architecture, with its emphasis on
aesthetic formalism and functional design, no longer favor-
ed figurative compositionsg nor narrative subject matter and
the artist creating public works of art was now at liberty
to explore his own individual themes and stylistic approach-
es. For Shadbolt, this new freedom to concentrate on the .
"personal, intimate and lyrical aspects" of mural painting
was not a justification for complete artistic license. He
maintained that the essential difference between easel
and mural painting was that the latter must always disci-
pline itself by its relation to an architectural setting.
Unlike an oversized canvas, a wall mural does not function
as a self-contained art object; it interacts directly with
such formal elements of the building as space, structure,
color and scale. Shadbolt's knowledge of abstract design
and attention to architectural detail can be seen in his
post—-1945 commissions. In each of these works he sought
to make the mural a harmoniocus part of the environment

without sacrificing the integrity and visual impact of

the painting.

158



. , : 159

Shadbolt's first opportunity to paint an abstract‘
mural came in 1949 when the owner of the Alcazar Hotel in
Vancouver commissioned a large decoration for the newly
renovated dining-room. While the client gave him complete
freedom in the selection of theme, color and design, the
project was made somewhat difficult due to the unusual
shape of the room--a cage-like space with three walls
rounded coff to f;rm an apsidal end opposite to the lobby.
Basically, the task confronting the artist was hoﬁ to
convey an atmosphere of festivity, airiness and elegance
in a small and ﬁarrow enclosuie. The theme Shadbolt .
chose for the Alcazar mural, éntitled, ﬁCycle of Seasons,”
developed out of the biqmorphic abstractions he began in
New York a yvear earlier. The larger format and odd shape
of the room, however, offered Shadbolt the chance to
develop the equivalent of a whole series of painﬁings in
a single undertaking.

Viewed from the original entrance and progressing
from left to right, the Alcazar mural depicts the four
seasons of tﬁe year in a continuous panorama on %he three
walls and curving corners. Painted in casein oh plaster
and lafer coaﬁed with wax, the mural covers a wall surface
10' % 70'. Fragments of natural .objects--birds, insects,
withered fruit, leaves and seed pods--are represented as

flat designs or almost abstract signs. Painted.-in earth
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colours appropriate to each season, these clusters of
organic forms are subtly woven together to create an all-
over pattern. The obhjects appear to float on an indetex-
minate space, yet some suggestion of illusionistic depth
remains aé a result of the backgrouhd‘color'being divided
into multifaceted planes comesed of slight tonal varia-
tions or outlined with a fine tracery. What this amounts
to is a kind of cubist fracture and serves as a device to
integrate the transitidnai areas between the different

. seasons. At the same time, it makes the space of the
whole room take on a plastic quality. A lively sense of
movement is created by both the interrelaﬁed horizontal
and vertical accents of the figures and by the advancing
and receding planes of the ground. . Throughout the mural,
the size of the forms is kept within the intimate scale of
the room and the general.impression conveyed to the viewer
is one of fanciful humor and playfulness.

In the Alcazar mural, Shadbolt d4id not attempt to
duplicate the spontaneous and gestural quality which
characterized his smaller works. Although the images
were freely conceived in the preliminary drawings, when
transferred to the wall the forms have a more clearly
defined appearance and are subject to a tighter control
then those found in his watercclors and gouaches.

Shadbolt acknowledged the influence of Miro in this mural,
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particularly in his imitation of the whimsicality often
associated with the work of this Surrealist master and also .
in the careful attention paid to the delineation of the
forms.5 ' |

Both the client and fhe artist were pleased with
the final result. Nearly twenty years later, Shadbolt
still had fond memories of the Alcazar mural:

I never worked on a projéct so spontaneocusly and
elicited such spontaneous enthusiastic.general approv-
al. Art school students over the years refer to it
for study in space related to architecture.

The success of the Alcazar mural provided Shadbolt
with a similar commission the.following year. For the
restaurant of the Dominion Hotel in Victoria, he painted
a colorful and humorous mural based on the theme of
"Cadborosaurus,® the capital's mythical sea monster.
Completed in the summer of 1951, this work was executed
in much the same style and technique as the "quie of
Seasons" but was conventionally positioned across one
wall approximately 10' x 40°'. Shadbolt's interpretation
of "Cadborosaurus" took the form of a long, undulating
creature that was a playful mixture between a dragon and
a sea monster. Surrounding this main figure weré smaller,
abstract marine designs which suggested an aguatic envir-
onment.7

These two restaurant murals exposed Shadbolt's

work to a larger audience and generated considerable
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publicity. Newspapers featured photographs of Shadbolt's
marals and art critics acclaimed his achievement. Marya
Fiemengo offered the following comments:

Another Shadboltian form of expression emerges
in the painter's murals, Here a robust sense of
humor, satire, piquant and lively is the dominant
characteristic. Forms are used for their dancing,
laughing relations one to the other. There is mimi-
cry and sly wit in the mural done for the Alcazar
dining room, and a sophisticated urban smile not un-
appreciative of the frivolous aspect of mythology
on the wall of Victoria's Dominion Hotel.

Writing in 1955, George Swinton compared the artist's
work with that of B. C. Binning:

Shadbolt's murals on the other hand, though
sensitive to the needs of architecture, never sacri-
fice their communicative content. ‘To him a wall is
not merely a wall, but a surface for  the expression
of powerful and suggestive images that forcefully
emerge from his eidetic mind. His mural in the
Hotel Alcazar in Vancouver~-depicting the biomor-

phic metabolism of the four seasons--is one of the
most exciting works of art in contemporary Canada.

9
After. . the Dominion Hotel, the next mural com-
mission Shadbolt received came in 1953. That year he was
invited by the advertising firm of Cockfield, Brown and
Company to provide a large wall painting for their new -
office building in downtown Vancouver. Unlike tﬁe restau-
rant murals which were done for turn-of-the-century hotels,
this latest project offered the artist his first cﬁance to
design an abstract mural for a contemporary architectural

setting.

In several respects, It is apparent that both
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Shadbolt and the client who selected him sét a minor
précedent; A year after Shadbolt's mural, B.C. Binning
worked on a similar commission for the M.J. O'Brien
Advertising Company. As Vancouver business rivals, it

is not surprising that each firm sought to surpass each
other in terms of architectural design and decoration for

their new buildings.l0

In the case of the O'Brien agency,
it may have been a question of not wanting to apéear out
of fashion. To both patrons, however, abstract murals
not only added color and perscnality to the working en-
vironment, but also projected the kind of forward-looking
image that suggested the creative nature and rapidly
changing pace of the advertising and public relations
fields., With respect to this latter idea, it is clear
that both firms believed that mural decorations by leading
Vancouver artists were of some promotional valug. In"
announcing the opening of its new premises, Cockfield,
Brown and Company gave equal credit to "architeét, con-
tractor, muralist."ll

For the Cockfield-Brown mural, Shadbolt adopted an
approach which reflected the client's wishes fgi a purely
decorative scheme to compliment the simple and functional
design of the architecture. Painted in enamel on plaster
and untitled, the mural covered a single wall 9' x 24" in

the foyer and open working area of the building. In

keeping with an office environment, the artist applied a
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bright but non-distrac£ing range of colors--neutral tones
of white, tan and grey formed the background while the
design elements anq color accents were done in red, green
and black. In this particular commission Shadbolt elim-
inated any reference to the biomorphic or nature imagery
which éhafacterized all of his work at this time. Instead,
he created a design entirely composed of abstract, geo-
metric shapes which were organized into a decorative
pattern of inteflocking and overlapping forms. Without
question, the Cockfield-Brown ﬁural represented a consid-
erable departure for the artist. 1In fact, this mural was
the only major non-objective painting by Shadbolt in the
- 1950's. And, furthermore, it was the only instance in
which he approximated the geometric forms and hard-edge
pfecision of B.C. Binning's style of painting.l2

After the Cockfield-Brown mural, =six years elapsed
before Shadbolt had the opportunity to work on another
large wall painting. In 1959, a vear after his return
from Europe, he won a closed competition held by ﬁhe
architectural firm of Affleck, Desbarats, Dimakopoulas,
Lebensold, Michaud and Sise to péint a mural decoration
for the restaurant wing of the newly—constructed Queen

Elizabeth Theatre complex in Vancouver.l3

The designated
mural area, a long narrow strip 4' x 50', began halfway
up the wall and extended the length of the east-side of

the dining room. Under the terms. of the commission
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Shadbolt was free to design whatever he wished.

Entitled, "Pégeant of Transformation in Nature,"
The Queen Elizabeth Theatre Restaurant mural recalled many
aspects of Shadbolt's work for the Alcazar Hotel ten years
earlier and much of his easel painting since that time.
In this latest restaurant mural, the transformation
theme focused on the growth of a single éeed through its
different stages of life--sprouting, flowering and gradu-
ally withering away as a new seed begins to develop.
Painted in an acrylic medium and treated with a matte
varnish spray, the work was composed of contfasting dark
and light colours against a gfey background. Deliberately,
Shadbolt made the individual forms as large as he could
within the confines of the four-foot height in order that
the desién could be seen through the glass wall from as
far away as 300' across the plaza. Within thesé large,
rhythmically-disposed shapes, ﬁere numerous smailer
details intended to arouse viewer interest at a closer
range. In comparisonlto his previous wall paintings,
this particular work had a more spontaneous appgérance'due
to the gestural quality of the brushwork and rapid exe-
cution of the.design. Undoubtedly, it was Shadbolt's most
important public commission up to this time.

Following the pattern of the past decade, Shadbolt

again allowed four vears to pass before involving himself
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iﬁ another mural project. 1In 1963, the artist received a
major commission from the Department of Transport, Govern-
ment of Canada, to execute a large wall painting for the
.new international airport terminal in Edmonton, Alberta.
Selected by a panel of distinguished advisors for an art
programme of national significance, it was further evidence
of Shadbolt's stature as one of the leading painters in
Canada. In-every respect, the Edmonton mural repfesented
a considerable achievement and remains one of the high
points of the artist's entire céreer. The imaginative
scope of the painting and its effective integration with
the surrounding architecture maae it one of the finest
works of art produced under.the‘sponsorship of the
Department of Transport.

Before examining some of the thematic and formal
elemeﬁts of the work, some mention should be made of the
development of this programme of government patronage.

The idea of commissioning works of art for Canadian air-
ports ocurred almost by accident. 1In 1956; the architects
responsible for the design of the G?nder International
Airport, Newfoundland, approached the Department of
Transport with the suggestion of adding a mural decoration
to the passenger lounge. The matter was handled by the
Deputy Minister, John Baldwin, a former history professor

at McMaster University.14 In consultation with Alan Jarvis,



Director of the National'Gallery of Canada 1955-60, Baldwin
organized a limited competition and Kenneth Lochhead, a
well-known Regina artist, was awarded the commission. How-
ever, this was onl§ the beginning of the Department of
Transport's involvement with contemporary art. Almost

six years later, a decision was made to replace the out-
dated terminal buildings at Toronto, Winnipeg and Edmonton
and Baldwin used this opportunity to convince the Minister
of Finance and the Treasury Board to pass a ruling
allocating a sum of one-half of one per cent of the total
cost of each new building to be spent for‘exterior and
interior works of art.15 Under tﬁis formula, amounts of
$150,000, $65,000 and $55,000 were awarded to the Toronto,
Winnipeg and Edmonton terminals respectively. With a total
art budget of approximately $270f000, the Department of
Transport embarked upon éhe most substantial act of
patronage in tﬁe history of Canadian art.l6 In effect,
this programme provided a small, select group of sculptors
and painters in Canada with the largest commissions they
had ever received in terms of scale, public visibility and
financial reward. In 1964, Time magazine commented on the
appropriations of the De@artment of Transport: "This

year alone it will spend about five times as much on new

' 17

Canadian works as the National Gallery."

Under the direction of John Baldwin and W.A. Ramsay,
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Chief Architect for the Department of Transport Air
Services, a national panel was convened with three princi-
pal advisors: Charles F. Comfort, Director of the National
“Gallery in Ottawa, John A. Russell, Director of the School
of Architecture at the University of Manitoba, and John C.
Parkin, a Toronto architect and Chairman of the National
Design Council. In addition, regional advisory boards
were created for each airport.18 The coordinating
secretary was Stan White, an architect with the Department
of Transport. .The guidelines eétablished by the chief
advisors were of a general natu%e: to commission works of
art expressly designed for specific locations in the

three terminals; to select only.those Canadian artists

who were "at the height of critical favor"; and, to avoid
any form of regional preference. With respect to the
lattef condition, it was felt that it would be "a sexrvice
to Canadian culture to expose a Vancouver artist in

Edmonton, Montreal artists in Toronto, Toronto artists in

Winnipeg."19 Contemporary rather than traditional artists .

were selected purposely in order to.stay in advance of
popular taste. Stan White explained the ultimate aim of
the programme: "We were trying to achieve for Canada the
most sophisticated image we possibly cou’ld.“20
The advisory panels approached twenty artists in

all and only one, Alex Colville, declined the invitation

for a commission. Of the nineteen artists participating
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in the project, eleven produced eithexr sculptural works or
sone form of épplied decoration while eight painted wall
murals.21 As the majority of artists worked in a non-
figurative or abstract idiom, overall the proéramme demon-
strated a major committment to contemporary artistic
styles. Remuneration for these various works ranged from
$4,000 to $20,000.

These two factors—--the predominance of avant-garde
art forms and the sizeable amount of money paid for them--—
touched off a wide-spread controversy once the new air
terminals opened. Journalists became self-appointed art
e#perts and humourously referred to the néw buildings as
“artports,“”while politicians in the House of Commons and
the Senate bemoaned the waste of taxpayer's money on
abstract ért.22 In Toronto, public outrage centred on
the $20,000 mural compleﬁed by Jéan-Paul Riopelle in five
hours. Anne Kahane's symbolic statue of the famous
Manitoba bush pilot, Captain Fred Stevenson, for the
Winnipeg airport engendered such adverse public reaction

that the Department of Transport agreed to place a life-

like portrait elsewhere in the terminal. And, in Edmonton,

the storm of protest'was'directed atAthe two painted
murals by Dennis Burton and Shadbolt. Generally, commun-
ity concern focused on the abstract style of all these
works and terms like "way-out" and "modernistic blob"

were used to describe the paihtings.?3 The Department of
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Transport was criticized from a variety of sources. The
editor of an aviation magazine appeared to summarize much
of the popular sentiment wﬁen he observed: "If we have to

make a choice between being practical or 'cultured'--let's
be practical."24 Yet throughout this debate Baldwin's
faith in the value of the programme remained unshaken:
The violet pro-and-con reperéussions to our airport
abstractions don't alarm me at all.... If Canadians
were apathetic te it, or if they uniformly acggpted
it, then I'd have called the art work a flop.

In Shadbolt's case, éomé of the criticism directed
at his work stemmed from the fact that, prior to the open-
ing of the new international airport in Edmonton, an
announcement was made that his mural decoration would
commemorate the heroic efforts of pioneer aviators in the
exploration of northern Canada. Consequently, the general
public weré led to expect a literal interpretation of this
theme. When Shadbolt's abstract mural was unveiled in
December 1963, understandably ;t provoked some hostility.26
Tt should be noted that, with the exception of Anne
Kahane, Shadbolt was the only other artist given a specific
subject for the commissioned work by the Department of
Transport. Moreover, the advisory paqﬁel supervised the
project throughout the various stages of development
before approving its final design.

. In every respect, Shadbolt approached this under-

taking with the utmost seriousness.. For. nine months he
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labored over the project, systemmatically testing a number
of different methods and forms. To help conceptualize the
design, he flew in the cockpit of a DC-3 and studied
aeriai photographs of the northern terrain. Out of some
forty experimental sketches and paintings, he gradually
assembled a composite impression of the landscape from tﬁe
air. In the final design he discarded the image of an
aircraft as too concrete a sfmbol and decided upon a more
abstract éoncept of a disembodied wing hovering over the
sub-arctic tundra. Shadbolt later coﬁmented on the theme
of his work: "I conceived of.the idea of a bush pilot
lifting the entire north country off the ground and soar-
ing with it on his wings into the blue space of the sky."27
In a letter to the Edmonton Journal he further explained
the distillation of ideas which went into the work:
I had to boil down each element into a configuration
which would be suggestive only so as to stir the
imagination and memory rather than to convey-a literal
image.... By this process the mural became abstract
and cqntemporary agd, I.hope, Worthy QF itﬁgevocative
function and the dimension of its setting.

Painted in oil on canvas and varnished for protec-
tion, the 18' x 37' mural occupies a commanding_?osition in
the main concourse of the Edﬁonton International Airport.
Entitled, "Tribute to the Northern Bush Pilots," the work
is mounted on a wall eight feet above ground level on the

central axis of the terminal building and can be seen from

nearly every angle in this vast space. For the commission,
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Shadbolt received $18,000--an amount second only to that
paid to Riopelle.

Despite the negative responses to this work in the
popular press, art historians and museum curators were

lavish in their praise. Heralded for its "epic power" and

29

"thoughtfully conceived grandeur," Shadbolt's mural was

regarded by these knowledgeable authorities as one of the
cutstanding c0mmi§sions of tﬁe Department of Transport's
entire art programme. Russell Harper summarized his
overall impressions of the work:

The artist has chosen an aerial view of the northern
landscape, flattening out hills and valleys, but this
is compensated for by a lively surface pattern of .
white snow fields scattered among deeper blues and
browns of winter wood and barren lands. Such a unity
of composition has been achieved that the entire
painting makes an immediate impact on the most casual
viewer.

For those who like plctorial art, there are oil
derricks, villages, lakes, rivers and other small.
detalls woven into the arrangement; these are always
kept subordinate to the larger pattern.

The whole conveys a mood of bigness, stillness and
drama of the great nort%%and which man is only now
beginning to penetrate.

Evan Turner, then Director of the Montreal Museum of Fine
Arts, was equally generous in his analysis of Shadbolt's
accomplishment:

Among these commissions the Shadbolt "Memorial to
the Canadian Bush Pilot" ariously titled] is unquest-
ionably the most effective use of a picture to make
its surrounding space even more vital and significant.
The great abstract pattern of aeroplane wings, propel-
‘lers and other details... has a force which matches
the space in which it is situated. The restriction
of the colours to those of the skies, rich blues with
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gfeat white cloud-like masses,'and the development

of specific details in terms of black and white and

here and there an. intense yvellow, adds greatly to

the carrying power of the work from whatever angle

it may be seen. Most ingenious of all, howevexr, is

the great upward spatial movement of the work.3i

Since 1963, Shadbolt has remained an active artist.

In11964 he continued his work as a muralist, painting a
large canvas based on a flag motif specifically for the
Fathers of Confederation Memorial Centre, Charlottetown;
Prince Edward Island. That same year, he participated ig a
billbcard project to publicize the efforts of prominent
Vancouver artists. And althougﬁ these works were generally
well-received by the public andicritics alike, they did not
achieve a recognition éoﬁparablé to that of the Edmonton
mural. Nevertheless, other appfeciations of his work have
grown due largely to his ability to éxplore new approaches
and to incorporate elements of more recent artistic move-
ments such as op art and post-painterly abstraction. His
capacity.for artistic renewal is a lifelong characteristic.
Moreover, his general involvement with art on an organiza-
tional levél continues despite his retirement as an instruc-
tional member of the Vancouver Schogl of Art, In 1867, he
helped establich intermedia, a cooperative enterprise
designed to- promote the use of electronic media as a form - -
of artistic expression. The following year Shadbelt pub-
lished In Search of Form {(1968), which recorded the evolution

of his ideas and the aesthetic convictions guiding his work.

In 1969-70, a major retrospective was assembled by the



Vancouver Art Gallery for the National Gallery of Canada
(Ottawa) and appeared in eight major centres across the

country. Since 1970, he was awarded the Order of Canada's
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Medal of Service (1972) and an honorary doctoral degree from

the University of Victoria (1973). His work can be seen
in permanent collections in Canada and in numerous galleries
and museums throughout the world. Jack Shadbolt currently

lives with his wife Doris in Burnaby, British Columbia.
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Notes

Chapter V

1 The status of these three murals remains un-
known. It is likely that the unused panels for the Vogque
Theatre were destroyed in the 1940's, and the United Ser-
vices Centre mural was probably lost when the building was
demolished sometime after the war,

Quoted in, "The Mural Related to Architecture,"
Canadian Art, Vol. XTI (Autumn 1953), p. 25,

3 l-b?:d-; ppo 25_26,

4 1pid., p. 27.

5 Shadbolt, In Search of Form, p. 192.
6

Quoted in, Doris Munrxoe, "Public Art in
Vancouver,"™ M,A, Thesis, Unlver51ty of British Columbia,
1972, p. 56.

7 The Alcazar Hotel mural was reduced by four
feet in length when a doorway was added but remains in fair
condition. The Dominion Hotel mural was destroyed during
renovations in 1975.

8

9 "Painting in Canada," Queen's Quarterly, Vol. LXII
(Autumn 1955), p. 550.

10 As the journalist Michael Bragg commented
(Vancouver Province, 14 March 1955)
Advertising agencies ... go in for something more
modern because they want to show that theilr business
is ultra-modern and their ideas up-to-date.

L "Mural Related to Architecture," p. 25.

12 A comparison between Shadbolt's mural and that
of Binning reveals only general similarities. Binning's
work was based on a rigid pattern of colored sguares while
Shadbolt used a variety of different geometric shapes. The
Cockfield-Brown mural was destroyed when the building was
renovated in the 1960's, It is reproduced in Canadian 4rt,
Vol. XI (Autumn 1953) p. 25 while Binning's mural is repxo-
duced in Canadian Art, Vol. XII (Winter 1955), p. 84.

13

14 Frank Rasky, "The Agony and Ecstasy of Our
Alrport Art," Canadian Weekly (Toronto Star Weekly), 9-15 May
1964, p. 10.

> Frank Lowe, "Art in the Airports Gives Canada
a Sophlstlcated Image," Canadunzﬁ@ekly, 18-25 April 1964, P. 7.

P.M. Magazine, Vol. 1 (February, n.d.), p. 35.

Munroe, "Public Art in Vancouver," p. 78.
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16 Evan H. Hunter, "Art at the Airports,"
Canadian Art, Vol. XXI (May%June 1964}, p., 129.

17 29 November 1963, p. 23.

18 In addition to the three principal advisors,
the regional panels included: " Toronto -~ E. R. Arthur,
" professor at the University of Toronto School of Architec-
" ture; Thomas Howarth, Director of the University of Toronto
School of Architecture; Evan H. Turner, Director of the
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts; and William Withrow, Director
of the Art Gallery of Toronto; ' Winnipeg - Jean Boggs,
Chief Curator of the Toronto Art Gallery; Wolfgang Gerson,
Acting Director of the University of British Columbia's
School of Architecture; Evan H, Turner, Director of the
Montreal Museum of Fine Arts; and G. Leslie Russell, Con-
sulting Architect; Edmonton - Miss Suzanne Rivard, of the
Ecole des Beaux Arts; Henry Kreisel, Head of the Department
of English, University of Alberta; Wolfgang Gerson, Acting
Director of the University of British Columbia's School of
‘Architecture; and Fred Minsos, Consulting Architect (Lowe,
"Art in the Airports,™ p. 8).

19 Lowe, p. 7. )

20 1bia.

L mid, p. s,

. 22 wEdmonton Airport Mural Hit," Calgary Herald
4 October 1963.
' 23 wMaster Mural At Airport Termed Modernistic

Blob," Edmonton Journal, 19 February 1964, and, "The Layman,
the Critic, the Mural," Edmonton Journal, 15 August 1963.

24 An editorial from Western Wings (December 1963),
quoted in Canadian Art, Vol. XXI (May-June 1964), p. 141,
25

26 The mural was completed in August 1963, with
the official opening taking place several months later.
27 Quoted in, Rasky, p. 12.

28 A photocopy of the letter to the newspaper,
undated, in the files of the artist.

23 Hunter, "Art at the Airports,”™ pp. 132, 129.

0 Department of Transport, "Edmonton Air Ter-
minal Includes Works by Four Prominent Artists," Press
Releagse, November 1963, p. 2.

31 gunter, pp. 134, 143.

Quoted in, Rasky, "Agony and Ecstasy," p. 10.
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