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Detail of the palette in J.E.H. MacDonald’s Madderton paintbox, private collection. Photograph courtesy of the owner.
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Detail of Logs on the Gatineau River, 1914, McMichael Canadian Art Collection, 1981.85.5. Photo: McMichael. (see p. 23)
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Foreword

There is no question of the important role that J.E.H. MacDonald played in the history of Canadian art as a designer, painter, educator, and co-founder of the Group of Seven. The landscapes that he rendered in such vibrant and diverse ways are iconic scenes from across the country that continue to inspire Canadians. Indigenous peoples observed and lived in harmony with those lands for thousands of years before MacDonald’s awestruck observation led to his painted works. Those landscapes that once stirred poetry and images in J.E.H. MacDonald will continue to stir newcomers who choose Canada to be their new home.

The extensive study of the sketches and paintings presented in this book allows us to better understand J.E.H. MacDonald’s choices as an artist, his exchange and dialogue with fellow painters, and the travels in Canada and abroad that so impacted his life. The characterization of artist materials and the meticulous documentation of their use over time helps to paint a picture not only of the scenes depicted, but of the artist’s life.

The Canadian Conservation Institute (C C I) has studied and published the findings of the materials of Canadian artists for several decades. This important work has enriched our knowledge of the artists and their working methods. In addition, observation and scientific investigation into the materials and their current state of conservation help to identify deterioration, alterations, and past interventive treatments. The research can inform the most opportune future conservation treatment as well as the optimal conditions for a work’s storage and display. On occasion, these studies also serve to authenticate a work and to cast aside any doubt that may surround an artist’s oeuvre. The findings presented throughout this book serve as a material representation of MacDonald’s writings on art. They shed light on the manufacturers and distributors of a bygone Toronto and other locales. They help tell the story of how MacDonald’s style evolved over time.

C C I undertakes comprehensive technical studies of an artist’s work in partnership with other heritage organizations. We are truly grateful for the fruitful collaboration with the McMichael Canadian Art Collection to further the knowledge of J.E.H. MacDonald and his work. Years of curiosity, dialogue, research, and exchange of expertise have culminated in the publication of this book. I would like to thank, in particular, conservator Alison Douglas and conservation scientist Kate Helwig for leading this extensive study and for guiding its publication in such an accessible format.

Whether an art historian, a seasoned conservator, an aspiring curator, or simply a lover of art, the following chapters will reveal a wealth of information through stories about MacDonald’s life, stunning images of graphic detail, and rich appendices of scientific data. I am pleased that this collaborative work between heritage organizations is now available to the public, and I hope that it will benefit many more organizations and interested readers in the years to come.


DR. KENZA DUFOURMANTELLE, Senior Director

Research, Conservation and Scientific Services

The Canadian Conservation Institute

[image: 297]



…

BY ANY MEASURE, J.E.H. MacDonald is one of the towering figures of Canadian art. It is usually pointed out that he was “the oldest member” of the Group of Seven, as if age had anything to do with it. He was a founding member of that group because of the quality, dynamism, and modernity of his vision. The exhibition of his paintings held at the Arts & Letters Club on Adelaide Street East in 1911 may be said to be one of the seminal moments in the inexorable march towards the eventual founding of the Group in March 1920. Yet the path to becoming a professional painter was, for him, not an easy one. Not for him the stringent academic training enjoyed by many of his colleagues. MacDonald apprenticed to a lithography firm soon after his arrival in Canada at aged fourteen from his native England. He somehow managed to learn his craft, attending Saturday and evening classes where possible and studying other painters’ techniques wherever the opportunity arose, while nearly always having to earn a living, either through commercial art or, later, through teaching.

Art historians rely a lot on biography, the timeline of crucial events and facts marking the passage of that life to match against its creative output. They note stylistic changes, incoming influences, and emotional crisis points to help us understand the art. Then there is connoisseurship – all too often (not always, of course!) a form of snobbery dependent on belief in a superior eye. The connoisseur sometimes feels empowered to question, with the aid of their magic eye, the quality, date, or even authenticity of an artist’s particular work, and art history, frankly, is littered with their mistakes, misattributions, and dodgy value judgments.

But the scientific story embedded in the objects themselves provides another kind of history to consider. Analysis of the works elicits patterns of technique, idiosyncrasies of process, technical revelations as to materials used and much else that provides us with a body of invaluable and measurable evidence to add to the art historian’s trained eye and mastery of historical fact and the connoisseur’s honed instinct. Here lies the work of the scientist and conservator.

I was fortunate in 2018 to be able to use a sneak preview of some of this fascinating material in an exhibition I mounted at the McMichael Canadian Art Collection (the McMichael) that drew on the deep resources of MacDonald’s work held in our permanent collection. Our visitors were given the opportunity to take a deep dive into the technical information available for a handful of the paintings on view in that show, and that opportunity immeasurably enhanced the experience for curator and public alike.

We are privileged, indeed, to have Alison Douglas on our team as conservator at the McMichael. She and her colleague Kate Helwig, conservation scientist at C C I, have spent years getting “Up Close” to J.E.H. MacDonald. Their truly important collaboration finally allows us to trace his artistic development through the materials and techniques he used.

May 2023 marked 150 years since MacDonald’s birth in Durham, England, in 1873. What better way could there be for us to celebrate the sesquicentennial of J.E.H. MacDonald, one of Canada’s most beloved artists, than the publication of this book?


IAN A.C. DEJARDIN, Executive Director

McMichael Canadian Art Collection
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An Introduction To The Research



[image: A black and white headshot of a 40 year old man, looking straight into the camera. He has a high forehad, and the tops of his high white collar and black tie and lapels are visible.]

J.E.H. MacDonald, 1913. Photograph by M.O. Hammond.

National Gallery of Canada Library and Archives. Photo: NGC.



As part of exhibition planning at the McMichael Canadian Art Collection (the McMichael), leading up to the one-hundredth anniversary of the Group of Seven, we had the opportunity to study a large collection of paintings by J.E.H. MacDonald. This book, the result of a joint research endeavour between the McMichael and the Canadian Conservation Institute (C C I), describes what we learned about MacDonald’s artistic practice by combining close visual examination with rigorous scientific analysis of his painting materials.

James Edward Hervey MacDonald (1873–1932), a distinguished Canadian artist of the early twentieth century and one of the founding members of the Group of Seven, has been the subject of several biographies and exhibitions. Here, we present a new interpretation of MacDonald’s artistic development, focussing on his painting materials and methods. Our investigation produced in-depth information about how MacDonald created his artworks: his choice of painting support, his use of preparatory layers, his preferred pigments and mixtures, and many aspects of his technique. Exploring the interface between art history and science, we studied exhibition and artists’ materials catalogues, as well as MacDonald’s diaries, letters, and lectures, to provide socio-historical context for the scientific results.

Although MacDonald’s commercial design work is an important part of his oeuvre, our study concentrated specifically on his oil paintings. These paintings are principally landscapes and views of nature that embodied his vision of Canada in the early twentieth century. They consist of mid- to large-scale works that he produced in his studio as well as small-scale paintings, referred to as “oil sketches.” These oil sketches or “little pictures”1 are about the size of a standard sheet of paper or smaller. They were executed rapidly and were usually created outdoors through direct observation of nature.

The research included a detailed visual examination of 160 oil sketches and 14 studio paintings from the collections of three institutions that collaborated on the project: the McMichael, the National Gallery of Canada (NGC), and the Art Gallery of Ontario (A G O). MacDonald was a master of plein-air sketching, and his small, outdoor oil sketches constitute a major part of his artistic legacy. The oil sketches were a focus for the study, particularly because initial results suggested a well-defined chronological pattern in their dimensions, support type, and preparation.

A smaller group of works, comprising 21 oil sketches and 11 studio paintings, was chosen for scientific analysis of the painting materials. This is, of course, only a small proportion of MacDonald’s artistic output. He is estimated to have made between 600 and 800 oil sketches and on the order of 100 to 150 larger paintings.2 While limited in number, the works chosen for scientific analysis are representative of MacDonald’s painting career: the selected paintings cover his active years from 1909 to 1932 and include works made on a variety of support types.

The oil sketches in the study group included several early works, such as a small sketch from 1909 that he painted in High Park, Toronto. Examples from MacDonald’s sketching trips to the Algoma region of Ontario, to Nova Scotia, and to British Columbia are also represented, as are works painted closer to home, such as in his Thornhill garden. The latest sketches in the study were painted in 1932 on a trip to Barbados during the final year of his life.

Throughout his career, MacDonald chose certain of his oil sketches as the basis for larger-scale paintings that he worked up in his studio. The mid- to large-scale paintings chosen for analysis include works dating prior to 1918, representing MacDonald’s early and Thornhill periods, as well as six oil paintings on canvas inspired by his Algoma sketching trips. Finally, several later paintings based on sketches made in the Rocky Mountains were included, notably, Goat Range, Rocky Mountains from 1932, one of his last completed works.

After an introduction to MacDonald’s life and art in chapter 1, the research results are presented in the order in which he created his works. Chapter 2 describes his choice of support for both oil sketches and paintings. This chapter also outlines how MacDonald prepared his supports before painting. In chapter 3, we uncover MacDonald’s painting process. This includes how he applied the paint, how he built up the composition, and how his technique changed and matured over the course of his career. Chapter 4 provides technical information about MacDonald’s materials: his choice of pigments, the combinations of paints he used to produce different shades, and what is known about his paint brands. These chapters are illustrated throughout with photographs taken through a microscope, providing an up-close, visual record of MacDonald’s working methods. While the main part of the text includes general observations, the appendices provide tables of the results and a comprehensive description of the analysis methods.

The book presents MacDonald’s materials and methods in an accessible way for the general reader with an interest in art and art history. The detailed data compiled in the appendices is intended for a more specialized audience, such as art conservators who need to make decisions about appropriate treatment of paintings by MacDonald and his contemporaries. The data will also be valuable to scientists, curators, art historians, and collectors when questions arise about authenticity. Chapter 5 describes several examples that illustrate how knowledge of MacDonald’s materials and methods can add to authentication research, to dating of his works, and to understanding the condition issues observed on some of his paintings.




1. Life and Art



There was even something of the quietist about him, something that made him unwilling to force his gifts, something that kept him from saying all he knew and made him wait and not meddle with himself. Such men are not easy to know.

– Barker Fairley on J.E.H. MacDonald, 1937.




The strongest influence in his life was his inherent honesty, and his greatest teacher was nature.

– E.R. Hunter, 1940, p. 2.



As with any painter, J.E.H. MacDonald’s life story, including his education, travels, friends, and key experiences, is a backdrop for his art. This chapter outlines the major aspects of MacDonald’s biography that provide context for his paintings and their materials. Selected oil sketches and studio paintings that were included in our study are illustrated within their historical framework throughout.


Artistic Beginnings: 1873–1907

James Edward Hervey (J.E.H.) MacDonald was born near Durham, England, on May 12, 1873, to an English mother and a Canadian father. MacDonald’s father was a cabinetmaker and was likely an influence in developing his son’s proficiency in craftsmanship, which included carpentry and artistic wood carving.1 Although little is known of MacDonald’s early years, he has been described as a thoughtful, quiet child, and perhaps a bit of a dreamer.2 In his adulthood, these same traits were expressed in his poetic sensibility and complex inner life. Family and friends have described him as reserved, sincere, and gentle, with the “essential loneliness” of an introvert. However, there was another side to MacDonald; he was also known for his spirit, strong opinions, and quick wit.3

Although he was an avid reader with a natural love of learning, MacDonald’s formal education ended just before his fourteenth birthday, when his family emigrated from England to Hamilton, Ontario. After the move to Canada, MacDonald left school to become an apprentice at a lithography firm, and, in his spare time, attended evening classes at the Hamilton Art School.4

By 1890, his family had moved to Toronto and MacDonald had begun apprenticing at the Toronto Lithographing Company. He had also started taking evening and Saturday classes at the Central Ontario School of Art and Design (C O S A D) under George A. Reid and William Cruikshank.5 While these instructors were certainly important in his early development as an artist,6 to a large extent, MacDonald learned his painting technique without formal training. Biographer E.R. Hunter has said of MacDonald that “the strongest influence in his life was his inherent honesty, and his greatest teacher was nature.”7

During the 1890s, MacDonald belonged to several clubs and associations where he met fellow artists and practised drawing and painting both indoors and out. One important group was the Toronto Art Students’ League (TASL), active from 1886 to 1904.8 MacDonald later credited many of the TASL members, along with other artists, such as his early teachers at C O S A D, with being important influences, both for himself and, more generally, for the development of Canadian art in the early part of the twentieth century.9

By 1895, MacDonald had joined the Toronto-based commercial design firm Grip Printing and Publishing Co. (Grip), where he worked until moving to England in late 1903. Through his friendship with fellow Grip employee Lewis Smith, MacDonald met Joan Lavis, whom he married in 1899. Their son, Thoreau, who was also to become an artist and later a strong supporter of his father’s artistic legacy, was born in 1901.10

While some of MacDonald’s drawings and watercolours from this early period are represented in public collections, including works made during summer visits to Smith’s home in Nova Scotia, there are no known oil paintings. Certain passages from an 1898 letter to Smith, however, suggest that MacDonald was, in fact, working on developing his oil painting technique. For example, he wrote, “If one can see colour he’ll soon learn how to mix it and put it on canvas.” Later in the letter, he added, “Mr. Reid gave me a good criticism today, one that made me see something. He did something he never did before – painted in a piece of work and then scraped it out with the palette knife. I’d like very much to see some of his early work. I’m sure it would help to contradict my discouragement.”11

In 1903, several of MacDonald’s TASL colleagues invited him to join Carlton Studios, a design and illustration company that they had founded in London, England, a few years before. MacDonald left Toronto alone in December 1903 and initially lived in a London boarding house with one of his Carlton Studios associates. After about a year, he returned to Toronto and brought his wife and son back to England with him. The family moved into a flat in Loughton, Essex, on the edge of Epping Forest.12

MacDonald produced primarily book and jacket designs while working at Carlton Studios,13 and in his free time, he visited galleries and painted in both watercolour and in oil. Among known works from this period is a small watercolour of Epping Forest, dated circa 1905.14 An August 1905 entry from his wife’s diary provides direct evidence that he was also painting in oil: “J. went up to London to the Tate Gallery. This afternoon he made a sketch at home in oils. Moonlight – elms and water.”15 The 1908 catalogue of the Canadian National Exhibition (CNE) includes an entry for a painting by MacDonald entitled Nightwind – Near Epping Forest, England, presumably either painted while he lived in Loughton or inspired from sketches made during his time there.16

It is possible that MacDonald first became aware of the Cambridge Colours oil paint brand while he was living in Loughton, since this small town in Essex was the location of the paint factory that produced it.17 As outlined later in the book, chemical analysis of MacDonald’s paintings showed that Cambridge Colours was one of the brands that he used throughout his career and is the source of the particular white pigment that is so characteristic of his palette, as well as the palette of a number of his fellow painters, including Tom Thomson.

The Cambridge Colours were produced by the British firm Madderton & Company, beginning in 1891.18 Their factory in Loughton, Essex, which began as an Arts and Crafts–inspired collective, with artists and artisans working and living nearby, would certainly have been of interest to MacDonald. According to a Loughton historian, the chance of an artistic resident like MacDonald not knowing of Madderton’s factory would have been small; both the founder, A.P. Laurie, and the manager, Vincent Nello, were well-known local figures.19

That MacDonald began using Cambridge Colours during his time in Loughton, and perhaps introduced the brand to his painting colleagues in Toronto upon his return, is an intriguing hypothesis but remains to be proven. Future research may uncover evidence, either through the analysis of oil paintings from his Loughton period or from documents showing that he used this brand or visited the factory while living in England. Of course, it is also possible that MacDonald learned about this paint brand after returning to Canada. As described in chapter 4, the Cambridge Colours were sold in Toronto as early as 1906.20



Early Oil Paintings: 1908–1913

In late 1907, MacDonald left Carlton Studios and returned to Toronto where he rejoined Grip as a senior designer. It was through Grip that he met Tom Thomson, as well as future Group of Seven members Arthur Lismer, Franklin Carmichael, and Frank Johnston. MacDonald was painting in oil regularly by this time and often sketched in High Park near his home on Quebec Avenue.21 Snow, High Park, the earliest work in our study group, is a small, postcard-sized oil sketch from this period, painted in 1909 (Fig. 1.1). He exhibited paintings at the Ontario Society of Artists (OSA) Exhibition and the Canadian National Exhibition (CNE) for the first time in 1908 and continued to show his works regularly at these venues in the years following.22


[image: An oil sketch of a winter landscape at dusk. The foreground shows grass lightly covered with snow and dark branches of a single small tree. In the distance, dark trees and dark blue water are framed by an overcast sky.]

Fig. 1.1: Snow, High Park, 1909, 12.6 × 17.6 cm, oil on paperboard, McMichael Canadian Art Collection, 1981.24. Photo: McMichael.



Like many of his male contemporaries in Toronto with literary or artistic inclinations, MacDonald was closely associated with the Arts & Letters Club, which had been founded in 1908. It was at the Club that he first met Lawren Harris as well as Dr. James MacCallum, art patron and particular supporter of Tom Thomson and the future Group of Seven artists. MacDonald was elected as a member of the Arts & Letters Club in early 1911, and in November of that same year, it was the venue for his first solo exhibit of oil sketches.23 The positive response to this exhibition,24 along with the encouragement of friends and colleagues, especially Harris and MacCallum, convinced MacDonald to leave his position at Grip to focus on painting.25

MacDonald went on several sketching excursions in the spring of 1912, including a trip to Burk’s Falls and Magnetawan River, Ontario, an area that he had visited regularly, beginning in 1909.26 That summer, he made his first trip to MacCallum’s Georgian Bay cottage, located on an island in Go Home Bay.27 He painted a series of small sketches at Go Home Bay in the summer of 1912; one of these, View from Split Rock, is illustrated in Fig. 1.2. MacDonald exhibited several larger oil paintings on canvas at the OSA and CNE in 1912, including Early Evening, Winter (Fig. 1.3) and Tracks and Traffic, his well-known painting of an industrial area of Toronto.28 He was gaining recognition as an artist by this time: in 1912, he was named associate of the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts (RCA) and had his first painting purchased by the NGC.29


[image: An oil sketch of a calm, blue lake in summer. A small island of rock rises from the water near the foreground. Clouds and shoreline are visible at the horizon on the left. On the right, the water meets the lighter blue sky that dominates the background.]

Fig. 1.2: View from Split Rock, 1912, 18.0 × 22.8 cm, oil on paperboard, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. Photo: NGC.




[image: An oil painting of a winter landscape at night. A snowy hill rises under the shadows of dark trees. A hazy yellow moon shines through small, patterned clouds that fill the night sky.]

Fig. 1.3: Early Evening, Winter, 1912, 83.8 × 71.1 cm, oil on canvas, Art Gallery of Ontario. Photo: © A G O.



During 1913, as well as taking painting trips together to Mattawa, Ontario, and to the Laurentians in Quebec,30 MacDonald and Harris travelled to Buffalo, New York, to see an exhibition of Scandinavian art. In a lecture given near the end of his life, MacDonald described how this exhibition was a tremendous inspiration that influenced the future course of his art. In this lecture, he explained how the Scandinavian artists depicted the specifics of their national landscapes with bold painting, remarkable colour, and rich design inspired directly from nature, repeating several times that his overall impression was that “this is what we want to do with Canada.”31



Thornhill: 1914–1917

In January 1914, MacDonald began to rent space in the newly completed Studio Building, located at 25 Severn Street in Toronto. Lawren Harris and Dr. MacCallum financed the Studio Building with the aim, as Harris put it, of building a “workshop for artists doing distinctly Canadian work.”32 During the early years of the Studio Building, many of the future Group of Seven painters and artists associated with them worked there. The first tenants of the building were J.E.H. MacDonald, Lawren Harris, A.Y. Jackson, Tom Thomson (who shared Jackson’s studio that year), J.W. Beatty, Arthur Heming, and Curtis Williamson.33

The Studio Building was a hub for discussing ideas about their new vision of Canadian art. In his autobiography, Jackson described it as “a lively centre for new ideas, experiments, discussions, plans for the future and visions of an art inspired by the Canadian countryside.”34 The artists would also have conferred on more technical aspects of their paintings, and there is evidence that they sometimes shared materials. For example, Harris had a large roll of jute sent to him from New Jersey and shared it with his painting colleagues.35

The Studio Building painters would have had easy access to artists’ materials from Alex G. Cumming, manager of the Art Metropole, who rented space in the building from about 1916 to 1918.36 At that time, the Art Metropole, located at 149 Yonge Street, was a leading supplier of artists’ materials in Toronto, with Winsor & Newton being their primary oil paint brand.37 As well as selling art supplies to many Toronto painters, Cumming was also willing to barter, since some artists were regularly short of cash. He is known to have traded oil paints and other supplies to Thomson, for example, in exchange for paintings.38 As described in the next chapter, the commercial label on the back of one of MacDonald’s 1912 sketching boards provides evidence that he purchased materials from the Art Metropole.

In March 1914, soon after they became neighbours in the Studio Building, MacDonald and Beatty travelled to Algonquin Park for a winter sketching trip, where they met up with Jackson, who had arrived several weeks earlier. Later that year, MacDonald made a sketching trip to Western Quebec, in the Gatineau region, with Harris.39 Logs on the Gatineau River (Fig. 1.4) was made during this trip.



[image: An oil sketch of a log drive on a river. In the foreground, logs fill a blue river that flows towards two distant green hills that rise to meet a purplish-grey sky.]

Fig. 1.4: Logs on the Gatineau River, 1914, 20.3 × 25.4 cm, oil on paperboard, McMichael Canadian Art Collection, 1981.85.5. Photo: McMichael.



MacDonald moved with his family from Toronto to Thornhill, Ontario, in 1913. They purchased a farmhouse at 121 Centre Street about a year later.40 The Thornhill property, which they named “Four Elms,” was the inspiration for numerous sketches and paintings. The Tangled Garden (Fig. 1.5), one of MacDonald’s best-known paintings, is based on sketches made in his Thornhill garden during the late summer of 1915. This includes two sketches of the full composition as well as a study of a sunflower, Sunflower Study, Tangled Garden Sketch, that may represent the original idea for the painting.41 The Tangled Garden was first shown at the 1916 OSA exhibition, along with four other paintings, including The Elements (Fig. 1.6), another key work of this period.42 While the composition for The Elements was inspired primarily by sketches made during his 1915 visit to the MacCallum cottage, the sky is based on Storm Clouds, an earlier sketch painted in the Laurentians.43 The fact that MacDonald used multiple oil sketches as inspiration for The Elements, as well as for some of his other large-scale paintings, is a notable aspect of his working process.


[image: An oil painting depicting a close view of a garden. In the foreground are sunflowers, their heads drooping above dense foliage and small red, cream and purple flowers. Behind the garden, leaning tree trunks partially cover a window and the horizonal, purple-grey boards of a barn.]

Fig. 1.5: The Tangled Garden, 1916, 121.4 × 152.4 cm, oil on beaverboard, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. Photo: NGC.




[image: An oil painting of a windswept shoreline. Large, greenish boulders rise from the water in the foreground, and two small figures crouch over a fire on top of them. In the background, a few conifer trees bend in the wind as large, dark storm clouds gather above.]

Fig. 1.6: The Elements, 1916, 71.1 × 91.8 cm, oil on wood-pulp board, Art Gallery of Ontario. Photo: © A G O.



Although they are now highly regarded for their innovations in the use of colour and composition, The Tangled Garden and The Elements were harshly criticized by reviewers when they were first exhibited. The work of some of the painters who espoused a new kind of Canadian art had been criticized before,44 but the response to the 1916 OSA exhibit was especially unkind and singled out MacDonald’s paintings specifically.

In one of the most cutting reviews of the exhibition, the critic Hector Charlesworth stated that “the chief offender seems to be J.E.H. MacDonald, who certainly does throw his paint pots in the face of the public.”45 Charlesworth went on to say that The Elements might just as well have been titled “Hungarian Goulash,” while another critic described The Tangled Garden as “a huge tomato salad.” A few days later, the artist Carl Ahrens said that MacDonald and his fellow painters in the exhibition would “gain a much higher standing before men if they gave their now mis-spent efforts to the destruction of the Hun.”46 As Charles C. Hill pointed out in the exhibition text for Pictures That Can Be Heard: J.E.H. MacDonald’s “The Tangled Garden,” MacDonald was affected by these reviews because not only did the critics fail to appreciate or understand his work, but they also implicitly questioned his and his colleagues’ patriotism during a time of war.47

As described more fully in the next chapter, MacDonald painted The Tangled Garden, as well as some other works from the 1915 to 1918 period, on beaverboard – a type of wallboard produced for the building trade – rather than on a traditional canvas support. MacDonald appears to have begun using beaverboard in 1915, the same year that he started work on a series of decorative murals painted on this type of panel. Dr. MacCallum commissioned these murals on beaverboard for the living room of his Georgian Bay cottage at Go Home Bay.48 The commission would have provided a helpful source of income; as an artist and freelance commercial designer, MacDonald often had financial difficulties, and these difficulties were exacerbated during the war years.49

MacDonald made a trip to the Go Home Bay cottage in the autumn of 1915 to take measurements for the murals. The panels were then prepared and painted by MacDonald, Lismer, and Thomson in their Toronto studios during the winter of 1915–1916. MacDonald returned to the cottage in the spring to install the murals.50 He made several sketches during his 1915 and 1916 trips to the McCallum cottage




[image: An oil sketch of an autumn landscape. On the left of the foreground, a sapling partially covered by red leaves rises above yellow-green bushes and grey rocks. Distant hills are banded with green, yellow and red foliage under a dusty blue sky.]





[image: A pencil sketch of a small tree, drooping and partially covered by leaves. A inscription, handwritten in cursive, reads “Red Virginia Creeper on Small Tree. Minden, Sept. 20, 17.”]







[image: An oil sketch of a lake in autumn. The water in the foreground is painted in shades of blue with white highlights, and a dramatic, cloudy sky is [ainted in similar tones. Hills layered with green, yellow and red foliage on the distant shore cut across the horizon line of the image.]






Algoma: 1918–1923











[image: An oil sketch of a stream in an autumn forest. Dark water tumbles down a rocky creek bed towards the viewer. Dense orange and red foliage lean over the creek from both sides.]






[image: An oil sketch of hills and sky in autumn. Bare trees stand on top of a rocky slope in the left foreground. Beyond it, on the right, is a background of darker hills and an expansive blue sky with white clouds.]






[image: An oil sketch of a lake in autumn. The foreground shows dappled blue water puncuated by dead tree trunks. A small rocky island with a few tall trees sits in the centre of the frame. Beyond it, the far shore is lined with coniferous trees and smudges of orange foliage. Above is a clear turquoise sky with a few clouds.]







[image: A oil sketch of a dark stream in a forest. It tumbles over rocks from the upper left to lower right, then goes left again near the bottom of the painting. Rocks, stream, and forest floor are littered with yellow and red autumn leaves.]





[image: An oil painting of a stream in a forest. It is streaked with white as it tumbles over rocks from the upper left to lower right, then goes left again near the bottom of the painting. Rocks, stream, and forest floor are littered with yellow and red autumn leaves.]





[image: An oil sketch of a wide, pale blue river from a very high vantage point. The river runs diagonally up from the bottom right. A hillside, colourful with foliage, sweeps down to the left side of river, and darkly shadowed hills are visible on the right. A high, rocky outcrop looms in the middle distance, and irregular hills beyong meet a heavy, cloudy sky.]





[image: An oil painting of a wide, blue-grey river from a high vantage point. The river runs diagonally up from the bottom right. A hillside, dark with trees, sweeps down to the left side of river, and darker hills are visible on the right. A high, rocky outcrop looms in the middle distance, and irregular hills beyong meet a heavy, cloudy sky.]






[image: An oil painting of an autumn forest as seen from an outlook of the pale grey-green rocks at the bottom of the painting. We look out at multiple planes of rolling hills blanketed in colourful foliage. At the top is a thin band of off-white sky.]







[image: An oil sketch of a short pier where two small boats are moored. A boat crane, several figures, and the edge of a wooden building are visible on the dock. A band of bright green covers the bottom of the painting, and the background includes the river, the distant shore, and grey-blue sky above.]







The Rockies: 1924–1932









[image: An oil sketch of a bright blue mountain lake nestled below a steep, pink-grey mountain peak under a cloudy sky. Darker slopes sweep up from either side of the lake. ]





[image: An oil sketch of a mountain landscape. Behind the foreground of pink and grey rocks are dark, purple-grey mountains. A green path zigzags through them. The backgound shows bright blue and grey mountain peaks and pockets of grey sky.]







[image: An oil painting of a mountain landscape with stylized planes of colour. Shadowed pink and brown mountains slope down from the left in the foreground. Darker brown-purple mountains fill the mid-right, and in the centre, distant pale purple mountain peaks meet turquiose and white banded sky.]





[image: An oil painting of a dark mountain sloping down from the left. The background at the right shows light grey mountain peaks with snow. Above are glimpses of off-white sky.]






[image: An oil sketch of a lake, dominated by a big, cloudy sky. A thin band of brown rocks in the foreground gives way to blue and purple water and the opposite shore. ]






[image: An oil sketch of a beach shadowed by palm trees in the foreground. Behind the trees lies an ocean with rolling waves under a blue sky and distant white clouds.]











[image: A black and white photograph of a man sitting on rocks in a barren landscape. He wears a fedora, an overcoat, and dusty pants and boots, and is painting using the lid of a portable paintbox, open on his lap, as an easel. Train tracks cross the landscape just behind him.]
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