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This House

This house, from where you watched the world go by

This house, touched here and there with childhood’s eyes

Every surface your blank page, a self-painted gilded cage, with bluebirds flying free

Painted flowers on the stair, blooming everywhere, now here for all to see

Within this house

These hands, they could only do so much

These hands, curled and spent around the brush

Did you paint away the pain, paint away the tears, and the misery

While painting stories from the past, times that did not last, childhood’s memories

With these hands

These eyes, witness to the passing ways

These eyes, now glancing from a stranger’s gaze

They saw the oxen and the cart, they were the window to your heart, open wide enough to breathe

Painting brightly coloured scenes, pictures found in dreams, you alone could see

With these eyes

This house, now silent witness to your life

This house, once fraught with hardship and with life

Yet does it guard unspoken dreams, preserve silent memories, unseen by curious eyes

Quietly waiting for the brush, your loving tender touch, to caress it one more time . . .

— Dan McKinnon, 4 June 1998

Dan McKinnon is a singer/songwriter based in Halifax, Nova Scotia. He composed this song for the opening of the Scotiabank Maud Lewis Gallery and recorded it on his CD, Songs from the Hearth.





Foreword

Following the death of Everett Lewis in 1979, Maud Lewis’s tiny house fell into disrepair and deteriorated quickly. A group of local citizens formed the Maud Lewis Painted House Society. Led by René Richard, the Society worked diligently to raise funds to acquire, preserve, and display the House as a lasting tribute to Maud Lewis.The Society approached me for assistance in 1979, and together we arranged for the Canadian Conservation Institute to carry out an analysis of the structure.

By 1983, the society determined that there was insufficient financial support in the community to bring their project to fulfilment, and in 1984 the house, its contents, and the property were purchased by the Province of Nova Scotia for the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia. Ideally, any cultural object should be displayed in situ, but when this became impossible, we decided to move the whole structure into storage. The Nova Scotia Department of Supply and Services subsequently moved the Maud Lewis Painted House from its Marshalltown site and placed it in a storage hangar in Waverley, near Halifax, Nova Scotia, pending its restoration and installation as an integral component of the gallery’s permanent collection.

At that time, the Art Gallery of Nova Scotia did not have a permanent home itself. A proposal for a new building on the Halifax waterfront that incorporated a space specifically designed for the Maud Lewis Painted House gave way to the renovation of our heritage building on Hollis Street. Size limitations, however, did not allow the inclusion of Maud’s house in this building as a permanent focus for our internationally recognized folk art collection. In 1993, the gallery established a special committee, chaired by Merv Russell, President of the Maritime Broadcasting Corporation, to raise funds for the conservation of the house, and adopted a five-year strategic plan that included a proposed expansion into an adjacent building which would house a gallery dedicated to Maud Lewis.

Concurrently, we worked with the Digby Board of Trade and with a local ad hoc committee, headed by Ken and Maxine Connell and assisted by Stephen Outhouse, on plans to establish a permanent memorial to Maud on the original Marshalltown site. In 1997, a memorial sculpture, designed by Brian MacKay-Lyons and fabricated by Cherubini Metalworks, was installed in a park environment designed by Tony Gillis. The memorial reflects simultaneously the simplicity of Maud’s life and the joyous exuberance of her paintings. Its structural steel frame aptly conveys the greyness of Maud’s life, while colour highlights suggest her childlike vision of the world. At the official dedication of the Maud Lewis Memorial, Reverend Ritchie McMurray noted that “Maud lived in deep poverty, yet managed to express outwardly in her art the beauty hidden in her soul.”

As well, the gallery began planning a Maud Lewis exhibition that would tour nationally. Scotiabank announced its sponsorship of The Illuminated Life of Maud Lewis in 1995, and The Craig Foundation for the Visual and Performing Arts (now known as The Craig Foundation) confirmed its associate sponsorship a year later. More than half a million Canadians visited the exhibition in Halifax and across the country.

In 1996, Southwest Properties Limited, the managers of Sunnyside Mall in Bedford, Nova Scotia, provided a site where the preliminary stages of conservation treatment on the Maud Lewis Painted House could be undertaken in a situation that permitted interaction with the public. At this time the Department of Canadian Heritage also provided generous support for the project through the Museums Assistance Program.

[image: A few groups of two or three people mill around a small wooden house on a neatly trimmed lawn.]

Maud Lewis Memorial Site, Marshalltown, on the day of the official opening, 4 July 1997. (Amirault Photography)



In 1997, Scotiabank solidified its association with Maud Lewis by endowing a permanent gallery in the AGNS Phase II Expansion. The Scotiabank Maud Lewis Gallery was officially opened in June, 1998, as a showcase for the creative talents of one of Canada’s best loved folk artists. Here Maud’s paintings, painted objects, and the fully restored Maud Lewis Painted House itself are permanently on display.

My congratulations and thanks are extended to AGNS Fine Art Conservator Laurie Hamilton, who supervised the overall restoration project and developed this important resource; she faced many challenges in developing the technical processes required to preserve this cultural treasure. Ably assisted by Jennifer McLaughlin and Craig Dix, she brought her high professional standards to bear on every aspect of the project.

Maud’s door was always open to passersby. With her Painted House now on permanent display at the AGNS and a fitting memorial dedicated to her memory on the original site in Marshalltown, visitors can continue to marvel at the extraordinary life and work of this creative Nova Scotian folk artist for generations to come.

Bernard Riordon

[image: ]
Director and CEO

Art Gallery of Nova Scotia
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