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    This single-author collection presents Emily Carr’s The House of All Sorts, a book of autobiographical prose arranged in two complementary parts: the sequence titled The House of All Sorts and the companion sequence Bobtails. Drawn from Carr’s own experiences, these pieces are neither fiction nor diary entries but concentrated sketches, reminiscences, and brief essays. Together they trace the daily negotiations of a working artist who also kept a household, received tenants, and lived among animals. The volume’s scope is intimate rather than panoramic, yet it forms a coherent portrait of a life shaped by work, observation, and the persistent call of art.

Part I, The House of All Sorts, turns a specific address into a laboratory of character and circumstance. The premises of a boarding house in Victoria become a stage where the routines of rent, repairs, and personalities test patience and ingenuity. From quarrels and sudden kindnesses to the logistics of heat, noise, and privacy, Carr records the comedy and strain of shared space. The pieces are episodic and cumulative: each tenant leaves an impression; each chore exposes limits; each quiet moment hints at the studio waiting upstairs. The house is both shelter and pressure, a setting where art must compete with necessity.

Part II, Bobtails, gathers her canine chronicles into a sustained portrait of devotion and responsibility. The dogs’ arrivals, antics, illnesses, and departures are told with practical detail and unsentimental affection. A kennel, night watches, the perils of poisoning or disease, the problem of selling or keeping a pup, and the sternness sometimes required of a nurse or trainer become occasions for reflection. The animals are not symbols so much as companions whose needs reorganize the day and steady the heart. These pieces extend the domestic sphere into the yard and street, where care becomes a demanding craft and a reprieve.

The genres represented here are chiefly memoir and personal essay, interleaved with vignette-like narratives. Carr’s prose favors short, exact scenes and crisp transitions, a style informed by her painter’s eye for structure, value, and movement. Objects—the kettle, the stair, a kennel gate—anchor perception; weather and sound establish mood. Names and nicknames sketch character in a line or two, while recurring motifs of money, space, and silence create an armature for the whole. The result is not a novelistic arc but a pattern of intensities: self-contained pieces that speak to one another, reframing a life as a set of focused observations.

Unifying themes include independence, frugality, and the tension between vocation and obligation. The house exposes class and temperament; the studio records perseverance; the animals reveal ethics of care. Carr’s humor is firm and unsparing, but it is rarely cruel; she notices vanity and bluster without denying ordinary dignity. The writing privileges work—billing, baking, mending, grooming, painting—as both survival and meaning. Throughout, solitude and community trade places, one rescuing or invading the other. The book insists that creativity is not a refuge from life but a means of bearing it, transforming noisy disturbances into shape, rhythm, and renewed attention.

As a contribution to Canadian letters, The House of All Sorts foregrounds the urban and domestic West Coast scene with unusual candor. It complements Carr’s other prose volumes—Klee Wyck, The Book of Small, and Hundreds and Thousands—by centering the practical economies that made sustained art possible. Readers interested in the relationship between visual practice and life writing will find the crossings explicit: the painter’s discipline governs the writer’s selection, cropping, and composition. The book also enriches our understanding of a notable artist’s world beyond the canvas, offering a document of place and temperament that remains bracingly contemporary.

Approached sequentially or in brief visits, the collection builds a portrait of character that relies on accumulation rather than revelation. Its scenes of housing, labor, and caretaking speak directly to ongoing concerns, while the companionship of animals and the demands of neighbors complicate any simple ideal of the solitary artist. The tone is plainspoken and exacting, the perspective steadfastly local, the aftertaste durable. To read The House of All Sorts is to meet a voice attentive to small forces that shape a day and, by repetition, a life. In preserving that voice, this collection invites renewed attention to Carr’s art.
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    The House of All Sorts, published in 1944, gathers Emily Carr’s recollections of running a rooming house and a dog kennel in Victoria, British Columbia, during the 1910s and 1920s. Written near the end of Carr’s life (1871–1945) and after her literary breakthrough with Klee Wyck (1941), it reframes earlier experiences through a seasoned, modernist sensibility. The collection’s vignettes unfold against a colonial capital undergoing rapid growth and strain, as prewar optimism gave way to wartime scarcity and postwar adjustment. Carr’s episodic portraits of tenants, tradesmen, and animals draw on this milieu, tracing how a small domestic enterprise intersected with larger civic and national currents.

Carr’s artistic formation predates these scenes. She trained in San Francisco in the early 1890s, studied at London’s Westminster School of Art around 1899–1901, and absorbed Post‑Impressionist and Fauvist ideas in France in 1910–1911. After sketching Indigenous villages and monumental poles along the Northwest Coast in 1912–1913, she returned to Victoria with a sharpened sense of structure, rhythm, and space. That sensibility informs domestic episodes concerning rooms, studios, and silence, even when painting recedes from view. Her exposure to European modernism and to West Coast Indigenous art positioned her at an uneasy cultural crossroads, shaping the observational stance and compressed imagery that animate the collection.

In 1913 Carr financed and built a boarding house on Simcoe Street near Beacon Hill Park, naming it the House of All Sorts. The decision coincided with a regional construction slump that followed the 1912 boom, and within a year the First World War tightened credit, materials, and labor. Victoria’s municipal bylaws increasingly scrutinized rooming houses as transient populations fluctuated with naval activity at nearby Esquimalt. Prohibition in British Columbia (1917–1921) altered street life and domestic economies, while the 1918 influenza pandemic unsettled households and routines. The book’s tenant crises, repairs, and petty economies reflect this precarious urban ecology more than any single dramatic event.

These years also coincided with expanding, though uneven, opportunities for women. British Columbia granted most women the provincial vote in 1917; federally it followed in 1918, while many others remained excluded. A single, self-supporting property owner, Carr negotiated tradesmen, collectors, and civic inspectors in a marketplace that presumed male authority. Domestic modernity pressed in—electric lighting, telephones, alarm clocks, and new appliances altered privacy, timekeeping, and soundscapes—while automobiles and streetcars reshaped neighborhoods. Such changes haunt episodes about money, noise, and sleep, where the household becomes a laboratory for negotiating modern rhythms and the limits of respectability that circumscribed women’s entrepreneurial independence.

Victoria’s social fabric in these decades was ordered by racialized laws and hierarchies. The Continuous Journey regulation (1908), rising head taxes, and the Chinese Immigration Act (1923) curtailed Asian immigration; Indigenous peoples faced land dispossession and a federal potlatch ban (1885–1951). Such policies structured labor markets, housing, and everyday contact in the capital’s core. Carr’s pages occasionally echo the language and caricatures of her time while also noting the precarity of outsiders and drifters. By the book’s publication in 1944, wartime internment of Japanese Canadians had intensified these inequities, shaping readers’ awareness of who was visible, tolerated, or displaced in urban life.

Part II’s dog stories unfold within the era’s booming purebred culture. The Canadian Kennel Club, founded in 1888, organized pedigrees, shows, and registrations that drew middle‑class breeders across the Dominion. Old English Sheepdogs—“bobtails”—became fashionable, though canine distemper remained a lethal threat until vaccines introduced in the mid‑1920s reduced mortality. Municipal licensing, dogcatchers, and impound fees rendered animals subjects of regulation as well as affection. Victoria’s fairs and shows at venues like the Willows grounds linked hobby, commerce, and status. Carr’s kennel offered precarious income, dramatizing how care, training, and paperwork could turn sentiment into survival under tight, volatile conditions.

A decisive contextual pivot came in 1927, when the National Gallery of Canada’s Canadian West Coast Art: Native and Modern exhibition in Ottawa brought Carr into conversation with Lawren Harris and the Group of Seven. Encouraged by director Eric Brown and ethnologist Marius Barbeau, she resumed ambitious painting in 1928, gradually leaving the rooming‑house economy. The House of All Sorts, issued by Oxford University Press in 1944, therefore reads as retrospective social history as much as memoir. Its reception benefited from Carr’s newly established literary profile—Klee Wyck had won the 1941 Governor General’s Award—while wartime audiences recognized its stoic humor and resourceful pragmatism.

Geography anchors the collection’s moods. Victoria’s Edwardian streets, streetcar lines, and proximity to Beacon Hill Park frame scenes of weather, animals, and public leisure; the naval base at Esquimalt and resource economies on Vancouver Island supplied fluctuating work and rent money. Maritime fogs, rare heavy snows, and damp cold enter as characters, complicating repairs and tempers. The city’s modest wooden architecture, porous to noise yet intimate, shapes conflicts over privacy and space. Through these particulars the book captures a West Coast microcosm negotiating modernity—between empire and province, craft and commerce—binding private survival to the shifting fortunes of a small Pacific capital.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    Foundations, Attics, and Quiet Wars (Part I: The House of All Sorts)
Carr chronicles establishing her eccentric boarding house, treating rooms, rafters, and the tug between silence and racket as living elements in a hard-won refuge.
With painterly compression and wry stoicism, these sketches weigh solitude against intrusion, turning architecture and atmosphere into emblems of self-reliance.
Tenants, Money, and Daily Skirmishes (Part I)
A parade of lodgers brings comic frictions, petty tyrannies, and makeshift truces as housekeeping collides with personality and thin finances.
Themes of class, gender, and survival surface through sharp observational humor and recurring motifs of clocks, rent, weather, and sleep.
Street and Community Portraits (Part I)
Vignettes of neighbors widen the lens from the house to a quirky social microcosm of pride, scarcity, and pretense.
Carr’s tone is unsentimental yet compassionate, exposing masks and minor hypocrisies while defending the dignity of outsiders.
Art, Identity, and Making Do (Part I)
Meditations on the studio, craft, and names reveal the tug-of-war between creative vocation and the relentless economies of the house.
Spare, resilient prose frames art-making as both spiritual necessity and practical improvisation, underscored by motifs of tools, time, and repetition.
Bobtails I: Kennel Beginnings and Care (Part II)
The focus shifts to her beloved bobtail dogs, charting the building of a kennel, daily routines, and the rituals of nurture and naming.
Tonal warmth deepens without sentimentality, as animal care is rendered with tactile detail, quiet reverence, and clear-eyed pragmatism.
Bobtails II: Work, Trade, and Vigilance (Part II)
Stories of labor, registration, theft scares, and selling trace the entanglement of affection with markets and rules.
Carr’s steady, unsparing gaze explores value and responsibility, highlighting caretakers and workers who keep fragile systems running.
Bobtails III: Litters, Illness, and Letting Go (Part II)
Births, sickness, and farewells confront the cyclical costs of devotion, balancing grief with acceptance.
The closing pieces gather recurring motifs—naming, color, weather, and watchfulness—into an understated elegy that mirrors the book’s larger movement from domestic struggle to durable care.
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THE HOUSE OF ALL SORTS[1q] could not have been quite itself in any
other spot in the world than just where it stood, here, in
Victoria, across James' Bay and right next to Beacon Hill Park. The
house was built on part of the original property my father had
chosen when he came to the new world and settled down to raise his
family. This lot was my share of the old cow pasture[2q]. Father's
acreage had long ago been cut into city lots. Three houses had been
built in the cow yard, more in the garden and others in the lily
field. The old house in which I was born was half a block away; one
of my sisters still lived in it, and another in her little
schoolhouse built in what had once been the family vegetable
garden.

Bothers cannot be escaped by property owners and builders of
houses. I got my share from the very digging of the hole for the
foundation of the House of All Sorts. But the foundations of my
house were not entirely of brick and cement. Underneath lay
something too deep to be uprooted when they dug for the basement.
The builders did not even know it was there, did not see it when
they spread the cement floor. It was in my memory as much as it was
in the soil[3q]. No house could sit it down, no house blind what my
memory saw—a cow, an old white horse, three little girls in
pinafores, their arms full of dolls and Canton-flannel rabbits made
and stuffed with bran by an aunt, three little girls running across
the pasture to play "ladies" in the shrubberies that were screened
from Simcoe Street by Father's hawthorn hedge, a hedge now grown
into tall trees, flowering in the month of May.

I remembered how I had poked through the then young bushes to
hang over those old rotted pickets, now removed to permit the
dumping of the lumber for my house. I remembered how I had said to
Bigger and Middle, "Listen, girls, see if you can tell what sort of
person is coming up the street by the kind of tune I blow," and I
put the harmonica to my lips and puffed my cheeks[4q]. But a gentle
little old lady passed, so I played very softly. She stopped and
smiled over the fence at the three of us, and at the dolls and
foolish, lop-eared, button-eyed rabbits.

"Eh, dearies, but how you are happy playing ladies in this
sweetie wee grove!"

And now my house was built in the "sweetie wee grove," and I was
not playing "lady," but was an actual landlady with tenants, not
dollies, to discipline. And tenants' pianos and gramophones were
torturing my ears, as my harmonica had tortured the ears of Bigger
and Middle. The little old lady had made the long pause-she would
not come that way again.

Ah! little old lady, you, like cow, horse, dolls and rabbits,
contributed a foundation memory to the House of All Sorts.
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FRICTION quickly scraped the glamour of newness from my
house-even from the start of its building. My Architect was a
querulous, dictatorial man who antagonized his every workman. He
had been recommended to me by an inlaw; like a fool I trusted and
did not investigate for myself, making enquiry of the two Victoria
families he had built for since coming out from England. Always
impatient, as soon as I decided to build I wanted the house
immediately.

I drew up a plan and took it to the Architect asking what
roughly such a building would cost. He took my plan, said it was
"concise and practical"-if I would leave it with him a day or two
he'd look it over and return it to me with some idea of the cost so
that I could decide whether I wanted to build or not.

"A very good little plan," the man said. "But naturally I could
make a suggestion or two."

In a few days he returned my drawing so violently elaborated
that I did not recognize it. I said, "But this is not the house I
want." He replied tartly that I would have to pay him two hundred
dollars whether I accepted his plan or not because of the time he
had spent mutilating it unasked! I made enquiry from the other
people he had built for, finding out he had been most
unsatisfactory. I was too inexperienced to fight. I knew nothing
about house building; besides, I was at the time living and
teaching in Vancouver. I could not afford to pay another architect
as well as this one for his wretched plan. It seemed there was
nothing to do but go on.

The man hated Canada and all her living. He was going to show
her how to build houses the English way. He would not comply with
Canadian by-laws; I had endless trouble, endless expense through
his ignorance and obstinacy. I made frequent trips up and down
between Vancouver and Victoria. Then the man effected measles and
stayed off the job for six weeks, babying himself at home, though
he lived just round the corner from my half-built house.

I had hundreds of extra dollars to pay because of the man's
refusal to comply with the city by-laws and the building
inspectors' ripping the work out. It was a disheartening start for
the House of All Sorts, but, when once I was quit of the builders
and saw my way to climbing out of the hole of debt they had landed
me in, I was as thrilled as a woman is over her first baby even if
it is a cripple[5q].

The big boom in Victoria property tumbled into a slump, an
anxious shuddery time for every land-owner. There had been no hint
of such a reverse when I began building. Houses were then badly
needed. Now the houses were half of them staring blankly at each
other.

Tenants were high-nosed in their choosing of apartments. The
House of All Sorts was new and characterless. It had not yet found
itself—and an apartment house takes longer to find itself
than do individual private houses.

I had expected to occupy the Studio flat and paint there, but
now the House of All Sorts could not afford a janitor. I had to be
everything. Rents had lowered, taxes risen. I was barely able to
scrape out a living. Whereas I had been led to believe when I
started to build there would be a comfortable living, all the
rentals together barely scraped out a subsistence.

The House of All Sorts was at least honest even if it was not
smart. People called it quaint rather than that. It was an average
house, built for average tenants. It was moderately made and
moderately priced. It had some things that ultra-modern apartments
do not have these days-clear views from every window, large rooms
and open fire-places as well as furnace heat. Tenants could make
homes there. Lower East and Lower West were practically
semidetached cottages.

It takes more than sweet temper to prevent a successful Landlady
from earning the title of "Old Crank." Over-awareness of people's
peculiarities is an unfortunate trait for a Landlady to possess. I
had it. As I approached my house from the street its grim outline
seemed to slap me in the face. It was mine. Yet by paying rent
others were entitled to share it and to make certain demands upon
me and upon my things. I went up a long, steep stair to my door.
The door opened and gulped me. I was in the stomach of the house,
digesting badly in combination with the others the House of All
Sorts had swallowed, mulling round in one great, heavy ache. Then
along would come Christmas or the signing of the armistice, or a
big freeze-up with burst pipes, an earthquake, a heat
wave—some universal calamity or universal joy which jumped us
all out of ourselves and cleared the atmosphere of the house like a
big and bitter pill.
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SOMETIMES I rented suites furnished, sometimes unfurnished,
according to the demand. Two things every tenant provided for
himself—sound and silence[6q]. His own personality manufactured
these, just as he stamped his imprint on every inch of his
environment, placing his furniture just so, hoisting and lowering
his window blinds straight or crooked. Even the boards of the floor
creaked differently to each tenant's tread, walls echoed his noises
individually, each one's hush was a different quiet.

Furniture is comical. It responds to humans. For some it looks
its drabbest, for others it sparkles and looks, if not handsome, at
any rate comfortable. And heavens! how tormenting furniture is to a
guilty conscience—squeaking, squealing, scrooping! Let
someone try to elude rent day or contemplate a fly-by-night. That
man the furniture torments.
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THE ATTIC was no older than the rest of the house[7q]. Yet, from the
first to me it was very old, old in the sense of dearness, old as
the baby you hug and call "dear old thing" is not old in years, but
just in the way he has tangled himself round your heart, has become
part of you so that he seems always to have existed, as far back as
memory goes. That was the way with my attic. Immediately I came
into the house the attic took me, just as if it had always "homed"
me, became my special corner-the one place really my own. The whole
house, my flat, even my own studio, was more or less public. People
could track me down in any part of the house or even in the garden.
Nobody ever thought of tracking me up to my attic.

I had a fine bedroom off the studio, but I kept that as a guest
room, preferring to sleep in my attic. A narrow, crooked little
stair in one corner of the studio climbed to a balcony, no more
than a lower lip outside the attic door. If people could not find
me about house or garden, they stood in the studio and shouted. Out
I popped on the tiny balcony, high up on the studio wall, like a
cuckoo popping out of a clock.

In the attic I could wallow in tears or in giggles; nobody
saw.

There was an outer hall and front door shared by the doll's flat
and my own. If the doorbell rang while I was in my attic, I stuck
my head out of the window in the gable without being seen, and
called, "Who? Down in a second!"

That second gave me a chance to change my face. Those
experienced in landladying told me, "Develop the 'landlady face,'
my dear-not soft, not glad, not sorry, just blank."
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THE SLOPE of my attic roof rose in a broad benevolent peak,
poking bluntly into the sky, sinking to a four-foot wall. At one
end of the gable were two long, narrow windows which allowed a good
view to come into the room, a view of sea, roof tops and purple
hills. Directly below the windows spread a great western maple
tree, very green. Things about my place were more spready than
high, myself; my house, the sheep-dogs, and Dolf, the Persian cat,
whose silver fleece parted down the centre of his back and fluffed
wide. Even my apple trees and lilacs grew spready.

In the wall, opposite the windows of my attic, was the room door
with a tiny landing before it. Off this landing and over the studio
was a dark cobwebby place, tangled with wiring, plumbing,
ventilation and mystery. The plaster had oozed up through the
lathing on the wrong side of the ceiling and set in bumpy furrows.
I had a grim dislike of this place but the high studio ventilated
through it, so the
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THERE were four western maple trees growing in the lot upon which I
built my house. Two were in the strip of front lawn, clear of
foundations, but when the builders came to overhead wiring they
found one of the trees interfered. The line-men cut it down. The
other front-lawn maple was a strong, handsome tree. I circled her
roots with rock and filled in new earth. The tree throve and
branched so heavily that the windows of Lower West and the Doll's
Flat were darkened. Experts with saws and ladders came and lopped
off the lower branches. This sent the tree's growth rushing
violently to her head in a lush overhanging which umbrellaed the
House of All Sorts. She was lovely in spring and summer, but when
fall came her leaves moulted into the gutters and heaped in piles
on the roof, rotting the cedar shingles. It put me to endless
expense of having roof-men, gutter-men and tree-trimmers. At last I
gave the grim order, "Cut her down."
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MOTHER and daughter came looking for a flat, not in the ordinary
way—asking about this and that, looking out of the windows to
see what view they would have. They did not note the colour of the
walls, but poked and felt everything, smoothed their fingers over
surfaces, spaced the distance of one thing from another. I sensed
they sought something particular; they kept exchanging glances and
nods, asked questions regarding noises. They went away and I forgot
about them. Towards evening they came back; they were on their way
to the Seattle boat, had decided to take my flat, and wanted to
explain something to me. The cab waited while we sat on my garden
bench.




























Snow


Table of Contents





















Arabella Jones's Home


Table of Contents
























































Awful Partic'lar


Table of Contents





































Gran's Battle


Table of Contents




























Peach Scanties


Table of Contents




























Sham


Table of Contents






































Mrs. Pillcrest's Poems


Table of Contents
















































Unmarried


Table of Contents




PERHAPS the most awkward situation for the inexperienced young
landlady was how to deal with "unweds." Every apartment house gets
them. They are often undiscernible, even to the experienced. One
learns in time to catch on to little indications....
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