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1. HOUND IN FIELD—1958. Casein Tempera 30" X 40" Coll. National Gallery of Canada 

Lyrics, dreams . . . 

2. CHILD AND DOG—19.52. Glazed Tempera 
Coll. National Gallery of Canada. 

32" x 24" 

3. WOMAN AT TABLE—1951. Glazed Tempera 
24" X 32" Coll. Mr. A. O. Gibbons, Ottawa. 

4<4 



4. FAMILY AND RAINSTORM—1955. Glazed Tempera : 21" x 28" Coll. National Gallery of Canada. 

5. MILK TRUCK—1959. 
Synthetic Resins : 18" x 18" 
Coll. Canadian Industries Ltd., 
Montreal. 

6. SWIMMING RACE—1958. 

Oil and Synthetic Res:ns : 24" x 38J«;̂  
Cell. National Gallery of Canada : gif] 
of Lincoln Kirstein. 



L COUPLE ON BEACH—1957. 
Casein Tempera : 27" \ 36" 
Coll. National Gallcrv of Canada. 

ALEX C O L V I L L E 

. . . . and images of our life 



1962 

8. DEPARTURE—1962. Oil and Synthetic Resins : 18" \ 26". 

. in representative figures. 

9. JOHN RUSKIN, portrait by J. E. Millais—1853-54. 
Oil on Canvas : 28;r x 24" 
Coll. Sir William Ackland, Bt, 

î 

Ifiis 

10. GIRL SKIPPING—1958. 
Oil and Synthetic Resin ; 24" x 18" 
(̂ ^̂ 11 Mr ,mrl Mrs. Mnrt LesSL-r. Toronto. 

1854 



landscape with an old high-gabled frame house 
hull-down on the horizon, and the neat modem 
building in the foreground, is a comment on 
man's place in this country: there is still nevimess, 
things to be built, a life to be made for ordinary 
people. The contrast between the antiseptic 
concrete paths and meticulously raked sand and 
the foreground of broken reddish brown earth, 
puts this point wath almost verbal explicitness. 

The Pre-Raphaelite detail of the foreground re­
calls the famous Millais portrait of John Ruskin^ 
with its obsessively detailed rock, and comparing 
these two pictures one finds more, and more 
instructive, parallels. In the Millais we have a 
Wordsworthian statement about man and the 
cosmos, full of the pathetic fallacy and that 
pecuhar nature mysticism which runs through 
nineteenth century sensibility.^ The geological 
exactitude of the foreground and the romantic 
generality of the background produce, together, 
the sense of a transcendental dimension to the 
common facts of nature. The Colville picture 
makes a quite different statement about man and 
nature, contemporary and social-democratic; basic­
ally social, economic and ecological where the 
nineteenth century one is metaphysical and poetic. 

Seen side by side the two pictures illustrate 
quite different views of the world, but both have 
the same kind of monumentahty and depend on 
the same fine adjustment of proportion. Millais 
has the romantic cascade for a backdrop, and 
uses chiaroscuro to define his masses and balances. 
Colville uses hard edged, prosaic forms of almost 
uniform saturation. But diagrams of the composi­
tion of the two paintings would be congruent at 
important points, and both pictures have a struc­
ture that is contrived to give their subjects a 
representative significance. In both pictures, the 
figures slightly off centre and to the right are 
held in place by reversed L-shaped forms, the 
perspective path in the Colville, and the broken 
triangle of rock in the Millais, and the parallel 
compositional devices give equivalent importance 
to the acknowledged sage and to the anonymous 
little girl, forcing us to consider their represent­
ative roles in the different situations. 

The contrasts are as important as the similari­
ties: Ruskin stands, frock coated, conscious of 
himself—even self-conscious—and firmly braced 
on his two legs in the middle of a picturesque 
Nature with which he feels at one: the httle girl 
is skipping, and her red shoes and yellow skipping 
rope mark visually her physical separation from 
the path, just as the expression of her face records 

her complete self-absorption. She is unconscious 
of her surroundings: her feet are not on the 
ground. Ruskin takes, he strikes, an attitude in 
and to Nature: the little girl exists, absorbed in 
her own concerns, in a landscape to which she 
will never take any more than a social attitude. 
She will grow up to Commercial Geography, not 
to The Prelude or Tlxe Moral of Landscape and 
the most impressive vertical on her horizon is not 
the Alps but the new school. 

As we have said the extreme reahsm of tempera 
and other hard surface techniques can slide into 
surrealism, and there are elements of this slide 
in Colville.'' The lyrical Hound in Field, is as 
meticulous hair for hair as Hohnan Hunt's Scape­
goat,^ but it is quite without message: it illustrates 
no theme, great or small, and there is no anthro­
pomorphic anguish in the dog's eye. He is closer 
to a Kodachrome than to a Landseer. 

This purely lyrical use of near-surrealism pro­
duces great tension in the observer: what is meant 
beyond the lyrical fact? What is the ulterior sense 
of this picture? There is nothing ulterior here, 
unless it is the sheer love of craft and illusion, a 
passion for realism that survives the absolute con­
quest of the camera. But searching for motives 
of this sort brings us dangerously close to ques­
tions about the artist's intentions and to the inten­
tional fallacy, when what we are after is the 
intentionality of his artifacts. Here, the point of 
the picture seems to be precisely this, to invite 
the question, and to block off any answer with a 
disclaimer. We are forced to attend to the 
lyrical artifact, simply. This sort of lyricism which 
says nothing explicitly, but which forces us to 
use the lyrical artifact as the concrete focus of 
whatever we bring to it, and to its suggestions, 
has a literary analogue in poems like Frost's 
Dust of Snow, or, to take a Canadian example, in 
the short imagistic poems of W. W. E. Ross. 

Milk Truck illustrates both the straight lyricism 
of Hound in Field and the celebrative, social 
aspect of Colville. Despite its bland, first, maga­
zine-cover look, it is an image near surrealist 
intensity; this is one of those paintings which 
appear in a colour slide exactly like straight photo­
graphs of somewhere, except that nowhere ever 
looks quite as real as this. It is a sharp image of 
dehght in fitness and proportion, and the picture 
produces what we might miss in the reahty: 

Aren't the clapboards needlessly stiff. Is 
there not too little ornamentation? In Italy 
and Switzerland and England, the pict-
turesque seems to spring from the soil, in 
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the shape of barns and buildings as naturally 
as the trees and flowers. 
Moderate your words dear Gilpin. Utility 
lies at the bottom of our viUage architecture. 
The structure springs from that . . . the 
simple edifice appears to its owner . . . any­
thing but ugly . . . It fits him like a shell.^ 

The fittingness and elegance of the forms is 
brought out in this sharp delineation. And we 
have, as well, a kind of model of three centuries 
of North American hfe. Eighteenth century 
classicism in the pediment, aloof behind the 
exuberant firehouse red of the more assertive 
nineteenth century shopfront, with the functional 
and not inelegant shape of the twentieth century 
truck in the foreground: hopeful, reconcihng 
images of, "Raw towns we believe and die in 
. . ."1", celebrating the existential seriousness of 
life, wherever it is hved, and showing its essential 
dignity though an image of fine proportions. 

Full, and rather disquieting surreahsm comes 
out in Child with Dog and Woman at Table, 
semi-private images of peculiar intensity, and 
there is a romantic surrealism, shghtly reminiscent 
of Felix Kelly perhaps, in the isolation-symbol of 
the telephone box in Departure. But Colville con­
trives for the most part in the present set of works 
to stay just within a circle, and to go no further 
than hyper-reahsm. 

The intentionality of these extra realistic pic­
tures is invariably the same: to heighten the 
reality and assert the significance of the subject 
matter. All human hfe in its most commonplace 
gestures and in the rawest contexts is significant 
because it is human Iffe. This is where the ulti­
mate values lie, in people. Colville's pictures are 
statements of this truth, and they rejoice in the 
banahty of their settings, because they can show 
with devastating clarity that banality is irrelevant. 

Colville succeeds where Sociahst Realists and 
purely academic reahsts almost always fail; he 
brings out the importance of what he paints. And 
in doing this he re-vahdates the realistic, photo­
graphic idiom. That worthwhile things can still 
be done in it is a fact of great aesthetic import­
ance, since it is and will remain the first style 
that the ordinary man can understand. Reahsm 
is a style crucial to one of the roles of the artist 
in society, who must cast an image,ii and in our 
kind of society cast an exphcit image, of the over­
riding dignity of ordinary hfe. This hfe is not 
a whit less existentially serious for being hved 
among the trivia and banahties of a middle class 
landscape. 

N O T E S 

1 From Irving Layton's "Boys in October": The 
Oxford Book of Canadian Verse, p.308. 

2 The present essay does not aim to be exhaust­
ive: it is offered simply as an interpretation of 
the set of Colville's paintings which the author 
saw in the Exhibition of Contemporary Can­
adian Art at the Tate Gallery, London, 1964. 
Colville's work ranges way beyond the confines 
of this set of paintings, and in several direc­
tions which can not be more than suggested in 
the present analysis. All the illustrations are 
from photographs which the artist has lent us 
for the purpose, and we are most grateful for 
his co-operation. 
Different sized plates of the same pictures, with 
Hound in Field in colour can be seen in the 
catalogue of the Tate Exhibition. 

3 Compare: e.g. The Norman Rockwell Album, 
N.Y. Doubleday, 1961. 

* Colville's technique suggests ultimate compari­
sons with David, and occasionally with the hard 
edges of Ingres. But the revolutionary heroics 
of David have long since come to rest in the 
egalitarian society that he would have wanted, 
but would no doubt have found extraordinarily 
boring. Not surprisingly perhaps we find a 
Danish pupil of David exploiting his heroic hne 
for democratic ends in the master's own life­
time. C. W. Eckersberg's The Eldest Daugh­
ters of M. L. Nathanson, Esq. (Copenhagen, 
Royal Museum of Fine Arts: reproduced in 
colour in The Studio Vol. 138, July-December, 
1949 at p . l40) , is monumental and hard in 
David's way, but absolutely unheroic and 
domestic: it shows us the two girls and a parrot 
in a cage in a comfortable Turkey carpeted 
room, an irreducibly bourgeois subject, but 
rendered so that the gestures of ordinary Iffe 
become as monumentally significant as the 
grandes gestes of David's turbulent sitters. 
Eckersberg's Nude Before a Mirror (Oil: 
Collection Hirschprung, reproduced in Peinture 
et Sculpture au Danemark, Vagn Poulsen, 
Copenhagen; n.d., Institut Danois des Relations 
Culturelles, p.48) is a kind of democratized 
David or Ingres figure, a middle class woman 
in a domestic interior, with no pretensions to 
classical nudity, who nevertheless achieves the 
cahn and absolute repose of a mythological 
creature. 
Danish portraiture and domestic painting had 
been, as we see in Jens Juel's Portrait d'une 
jeune mere et son fits (circa 1802 (Poulsen, 
p .43)) , superbly intimate, but elegant in an 
aristocratic way: Eckersberg replaces the aris­
tocratic grace with his own peculiar prosaic 
monumentahty, and it is difficult to avoid the 
temptation to label him, by hindsight, a proto 
social-democratic painter, and to see him as 
foreshadowing the sober egalitarianism that 
Denmark was to adopt as its social principle. 
Certainly there is an affinity between this pro-
saicisation of David, and Colville's monumen-
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tahzation of the prosaic: the same, or closely 
analogous motives seem to be at work in both. 
See also Dansk Billedkunst by Niels Th. Mor-
tensen, Odense, Skandinvisk Bogforlag, 1964. 

5 J. E. Millais, Portrait of John Ruskin, Oil on 
Canvas, 1954: Collection of Sir Wilham Ackland 
Bt. Reproduced in colour as an illustration to 
J. S. Dearden, "Further Portraits of John Rus­
kin" in Apollo, June, 1961. See tlie catalogue 
Pre-Raphaelite Art, with a foreword by Robert 
Campbell and Introduction by Daniel Thomas, 
of the Austrahan State Galleries' Exhibition, 
1962, Sydney (printed) Edwards and Shaw. 
If there is a question of influence here, the para­
llel was not conscious: Mr. Colville writes in a 
letter to the present author, "About Millais' 
portrait of Ruskin—I have never seen it, even 
in reproduction, to my recollection—I have 
admired a few Pre-Raphaelite paintings in the 
Phaidon book, but when I saw an exhibition of 
Pre-Raphaehte works last spring in New York 
. . . I was disappointed. Mind you, I think the 
selection of works . . . left much to be desired." 

* Though Ruskin was the first to diagnose the 
pathetic fallacy it is by no means clear that he 
himseff escaped aU its symptoms: compare his 
essay "Of the Pathetic Fallacy", chapter XII of 
Modem Painters, with the conclusion of his 
later essay, "The Moral of Landscape" in the 
same volume, chapter XVII: "Instead of sup­
posing the love of nature necessarily connected 
with the faithlessness of the age, I beheve it is 
connected properly with the benevolence and 
liberty of the age: that it is precisely the most 
healthy element which distinctively belongs to 
us . . . (out of it) hghts will arise, which, for 
the first time in man's history, vwU reveal to 
him the true nature of his life, the true field of 
his energies, and the true relation between him 
and his Maker" pp.379-380. Vol. V of The 
Works of John Ruskin ed. Cook and Wedder-
bum, London, George Allen, 1904. 

^That is, there are elements of the 'slide into 

surrealism' in the present set of works. If one 
were to consider the whole of the oeuvre to 
date, one would have to examine in detail his 
ex professo surrealist strain: c.f. "Surrealism" 
by P. O'Brien in Canadian Art, Vol. 20, 1963 
for a very general comment on Colville. 

8 See Catalogue of Pre-Raphaelite Art, plate 6. 

8 From The Flowering of New England, 1815-
1865, by Van Wyck Brooks, Cleveland and 
N.Y., 1946, World Publishing Co. p.435. 

l o w . H. Auden: Elegy for W. B. Yeats. 

11 Visual images belong to that larger family of 
images which societies and individuals need to 
provide some basis for the definition of roles: 
autonomy, the existential assertion of the per­
son, requires some exphcit if only intuitive defi­
nition of the possible stereotypes of personse 
and of situations to which the person may con­
sent, or which he may reject. The notion of 
the image in the social-psychological sense is 
treated very suggestively, and related to our 
own situation, by Donald Home in his inval­
uable book The Lucky Country (Penguin, Aus­
tralia, 1964). Home's use of "image" needs to 
be clarified, but for all its ambiguity it is use­
fully applied to the facts of life, here and now. 
Sir Herbert Read goes a little far perhaps when 
he defines a civilization as "the achievement of 
a visual order" (ASEA, Melbourne, Vol. I, No. 
1, Feb., 1965), but it is highly signfficant that 
visual models and notions, the image, the per­
sona, the mask, etc. occur so often and so 
importantly in the vocabulary of social psy­
chology. Taken literally, or as models, visual 
images are central to the psychology of persons-
in-situations. 

"Australians, among the greatest of cinema 
going people untfl TV, never see images of 
their own country when they go to the movies." 
Donald Home, The Lucky Country, p.65. q.v. 
The quotation at the beginning of the present 
article is from Home, p.217. 
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In 1901 when Shell opened its first small 
bulk installations at Gore Bay, New South 
Wales, Birkenhead, South Australia, and 
Williamstown, Victoria, there were barely 
100 motor vehicles in Australia. Annual 
usage of petroleum products (mainly light­
ing kerosene) was a few thousand tons. 

Today there are more than 3,500,000 motor 
vehicles in Australia and yearly fuel con­
sumption has rocketed to 15,000,000 tons. 
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capital investment employing 6,000 people 
throughout Australia engaged in explora­
tion, manufacturing, distribution and 
marketing and supplying the energy needs 
of transport, industry, aviation, agriculture. 
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J O H N K E A T S 

Bronze cast from a life mask 

a heap 

Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd; 

With jellies soother than the creamy curd, 

And lucent syrops, tinct with cinnamon; 

Manna and dates, in argosy transferrd 

From Fez; and .spiced dainties, every one, 

From silken Samarcand to cedar'd Lebanon. 

from T H E EVE OF ST. AGNES 
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