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A History bf Artist—Run Spaces in Canads, )
With Particular Reference to VEhicule, A Space and the Wegtern Front

2

v e
«

. o ’

!
- Diana Nemiroff ,

This thesis examines the aesthetic, soclio-cultural and economic

conditions that fostered the emergence -of the artist-run centres in

th'e late sixties \In Canada.\ It analyzes in detail the idea of

alternativeness whicx' influence the philosophfcal outlook of tfu?

"artist-run centres, * and traces the historical role played by the

1

Canadian state “as thei major patron. After studyihg two precursors

artist~run centres, 20/20 gallery in Loﬁdon,

13

of the present network

treal, followed by a comparative analysis of

the Western Front in Vancouver. The

hicule (1972 - 1982), A Space (1971 -

\

exhibitions and events at V

1984) and c};e Wesgtern Front (l§73 - 1984) are included.
. by
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INTRODUCTION, - -

s "

[ Y

A culture,- while . is bcing hved. is always in part
unknown, in part uuru;izcd. Thé making of a conmity is
) always an exploration, for cbnacio\;lmu cannot pracede
. ¢reation, and there {s no forwils for unknown cxpcrtancc
. (hy-oud Williams, cultural historian)

.

Canadian art historilnq," particularly those 4in the cbntenpon'ry

i
[

4 + . ' ' ' v
¥y .» utions that. have arisen 1in Canada to provide a kfrcmoék‘ for the
: cxhibl:lon and diurlbucion\ of works of art. All too often, museums,

. public and private galleries, and even the more recently .cruted

. artist-run centres, if acknowledged at all; are assumed ‘to make up a

PR

.

view,” the development of a culture deéepends as much on the existence of
f -~ -’

: g N : N
atructures designed to “foster art as it does on the actual production

. N
+ . N .
-

-

of artists.

n

% .
The years since the Second World War have sesen a massive expan-

sion of the institutional infrastructure in the Canadian art vorld.‘

o

parti.c\;hrly in . the decade and a half following the publication of the

Massey' Report 1in l951.? This expansion has éog_g'\hand in hand with che’

growth of post—secongaty 'et'hlxcauonl; '1nﬂthis field the influence of

‘ educational philosophers’' theories of creativity was' one _r.eaaon “for'

the growixig tendency to 1include- art training in university curricula.

-y -
/

field, have given relarively little attention to those cultural instit-

natural backdrop .against which art is h{ghlighted.z And yet, in my

'R
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Art educacton began to ruch ‘a nuch larger number of peopu. " This .
then meant that by the uxties. with r.he uamrauon of r.he ftrsc wave
. of the poct-iur ge:\eration, ndv'screues and strains could be felt in
the- dcvoloping Lnfrauc;;::t;kre as- t:he new graduates of art schools and
°univcriity art progn-u sought to enter the art world.. 'l'hz prcuure
was mostly at the entry point — the co-rc:ln ggllcry - vhereﬂ parttc-
ularly in Canndp, che pouibiliuu-of ctpo-ure were simply imdequnte\
PR
to meet the demand. In the put. ulentad Canadufu caught in this

situation left’ the country, wmg in the, btatn duin of vhich ve

have hesrd so wuch. In the late-sixties and esrly seventies, favoured .

* .
by & conjuncture of ctrcumstances which 1. shali discuss further on,

Canadian arcists remained and set up. s new structx'xra, the artist-run

4 L

centre,’ L .

‘. Tt is sometimes’ held that the artist-run centfe was, or should

have 'beeﬁ, a paseing ‘phenomenon, 9nel that {n the seventies met a need

for a .place to exhibit art which questioned, the limitations of the -

N

object. From this viewpoint, the artist-run centre was a refuge for

various .ﬁfé'n:\n of deu&crialized, conc.epzual’, anti-object art, but was -

N . . , " AR >

4

no longer utecessary “once  these” foras became accepted, or were .once )

again supplanted by ttuditfopal'mdin.‘ While it is right to make a

connection between an art ‘that questions ‘the boundaries of artiscic’

1

yrac:ice' ind a a'tmctun that a'xiim}u the pnn“ieun of the art world,
it is a nistake to think that the nrtilt~run~ centtes vere only -a
tqsponse to \a pu'::lerular kind- of art-making. As I have already

- 'y
s;xgg'aste , the artist-run ,cenéi'es,anawexd breader cultural pressures.

‘ ° ..
- :

" In Canada\they have had, and continue to have a''significaat impact on

3
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the’ rest of the art world. "Although artist-run’ centres have counter-. "

parts elsewhere, particularly 1n‘na:he United Stiptes, the central role
dttists have won {in tlie exhibition and distripution of their art

. ‘
through the network of artist-run-centres is uniqie to Canada, as {is

the extent of the supportive role played by the Canadian state.

-

]

. From the beginning Canadianm artists have played an ac‘tive‘ role,

a

alongside the enlightened amateur of art, in the establishment of art

institutions fn this country. Yet it 1is only with the artist-run-.

L

centres that artistd rsave achieved any significant ‘degree of control
over Cthese institutio@. As a colony, Canada was acutely aware of its’

inferiotity in the arts 'to England, France and even the Unilted States,

where the establishment: of museums and cultural institutions was

-

noticeably more advanlced than in Canada. The notion that the arts
' . ¥

- . ) I'd
- were in their infancy here was so often jrgpeated that it became a
. T

, cliché of the 186Qs and 1870s. _The response was to hold. ‘loan

\
=)

exh;blcions“ where x;au'ona lent works from their collegtions, general-
ly. British and European, to provide an inspiration to the public and
artists alike, uplifting the tasté of .the -former : and providing

instruction for the latter.lf This. was the motive for, the founding of
& . , .

:the,, Art Association o"f Montreal, which first held’ such an exhibition
in 1864, Nov the Montreal Museum of " Fine "Arts, {ts permanent

collection was founded upon a private bequest from Benaiah Gibbs 1in .

1879.7

v ' a . ° ] ) “ kl
However , nationalist strain within Canadian art- institutions from

the very beginning 't;a.mmt be ignored. -In the nineteenth century the

¢

- 11

1 -

-
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4 .
arts were .too much 4 sign of national prestige, of 'the civilization.
- \

and 'reffnement ‘éf a nation, for Ithe public to remain® contented with

purely“in'port‘éd culture, and high hopes were frequently expressed. for
. . ’,

.the home-grown pi-oduct._ Perhaps the most significant step in this

roglr&- in the nineteenth century was' the crut%onv of the Royal Can-

1

adian Academy of Arts, which held its first exhibition 1in 1[880. On

invitation _~to membership in the Acadeay, an artist was . required to -

o

dezosit s “Diploma Work"; these woxks were ‘tovbe "placed in the-

culi’.ody of the government so that a national 'c'olle&clen could be built

~
—~ -

around th’en.“6~ P . ' o

t‘ *
“These plctures eventuglly became the base of the collectiony of

[} ’

. ( .
the National Gallery, whose existence vas formalized in 1913, but the

. LS .
efforts of the Royal Canadian Academy to obtain representation on the
® ¢ ). . !
Gallery's Advisory Board were deniggd.7 A sin‘ilar pattern towards the

l »

exclusion of artists fr_ou'repr_nentaciun‘ on. the boards of the Montreal

Museum of Fine Arts and the Art Ga¥lery of Ontario (formerly thg‘.Art

. ¥
) Gallery of Toronto) can be nated. . Although argiata' associations were

«

involved at the origin of both,&‘ve may infer that _the need to raise
money for permanent quarters from wealthy {patcons tesulted in an

irreversible shift in power ffoy the ‘artist to the rich layman, whose

" benevolence had won him the right to contrél the affairs of the

. L 3
institutions “in the public interest.”

- ' o
'

» »

In- the Massey Report explicit recognition was given to the rtole

‘o'f v'oluntary bba(ds_ composed of laymen, as opposed to that of

professional saocleties S artists in the recommendation of the

.

Mo A 4
o

Ll
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creation of the Canada Council.. The muiding  principle involved was

seen as oune of confllict of interest: “We judge that the members of 'a

v

pol{éy;making body to be concérned with mahy ‘complex aspects of Can-
adiaﬁ -1fe should “be free to cons:‘Lder all problems before them without
the restraints whicﬁ normally would bind them too closely to the
'qrganization or to the g;oup which they would representf" However, an

individual artist could serve on the Council, byt only, "in his

. ” 4

capacity as a distinéugahed and public-spiriéed Canadian citizen

rather .than as the representative of a up;rticular organization or
institution, or of a specialized art"9 (my emphasis). Unfortunately,

. v . .
while regarding the interests of the artist with respectful suspicion,

the report tended to take for granted the disinterestedness of the

patron,- who by his seat on the board of a major institution or a
: ’ o

. public body such as the Canada -Council was placed in a position of

0

considerable influence in, the disbursement of public ‘money towards

cultural ends. Thus, as Susan Crean noted in her book Who's Afraid of

.
“

Canadian Culture?, although “the eoriginal impulse towards artistic

—

organizations came from artists and c%nnunity organizations such as

~10 the

the Mechanics Instituteas, not from wealthy connoisééurs,
pattern was gradually reversed until the positioﬁQ of the privat?
patron in Canada came to parallel that of his American counte}pait,

with the exgeption that, in Canada, he controlled primarily public

1

7
(hopefully) benevolent” paternalism that two generations of Qa%adian

,artists have chafed.

-

The gradual improvement of the .artist's professional statds began

| ’ L : .

N . | - ]

rather thgn private and corporate money. It is against their reign of -

——r



‘b-

[N

&

’
)

in r.he decade following the establishment of, the Canada Council 1in

1957, First came the state's acknowledgement *of a social respong-
~> ) R r

0 Q . + i
ibility towards the artist as cultural producer in the form of direct
. f

production grants. These were followed: by travel grants, which

increased the contact artists could have with artists in other cities.

e

1

Another important development was the founding of C.A.R (Canadian .

Artists Representation) as ah artists’' lobby 'g‘r:oup in 1967. C.AR.

.
4 Pe

has &ocuss‘ed on social issues, based on .the principlé of .red'ressinng‘

LY

that inequitable situation whereby, in the words of the late Jack
i

Chambers, artist and C.AﬁR."s founding presideﬁt, “The artist 1is the

‘ L

only resource producer in oﬁg society who 1s not pald for his service

or encouraged 1in the slightest .to ghare 1in the profit: “dnd benefits
W11 T \
issuing from his work. ; : .
. — .
- ~ / .

But it was the development of a network of centres of exhibitions

and events, controlled and managed by artists themselves, during the
decade of the seventies, that directly attacked the quektion of the

- l - .
artist's exclusion fgpm the institutions 1n which his or her work was

\‘shown. From one 1in 1967 (Intermedia in Vancouver) to, over ninety

<

.

across the country in [985,, the artist-run centres have flourished
i .

like an idea whose time has come., The artist-run space has e}x‘xended
the . artist's . responsiblity from that of ' simple producer to

responsibility for the exhibition and distribution of his/her work.
- [N

In " so doing, artist-run spaces have contributed to breaking the
. Y .
modernist myth of ‘the neutrality of the “frame"; -not surprisingly,

the seventies were a period which has x,in;sisted on the importance of

. N -
> ‘.

the context, seeing it imextricably bound up with the meaning of a

-
- -

h ]
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N 3 work of art, in opposition to the ’iddalist aes hetics of mdernism,

LS N

which saw the v&'?fc'as isolated < and in;zioiat:e. For this reason, the

i , N . N N
R ' , ~ artist-run space .served as an~ ’implfcit .(add -sometimes explicit)
*® . .;,' ) . ® s ' ‘ :
R 1 - critfcism .of the museum, the ultimate “frame” of the work of art
. ' 2 ! . C o . ’ . .
within the discourse of modernism._ L - ) -
Y ’ = ’ 0 F . : .
£ - - € , o
7 . - - . .
- . S A’t thé heartgof the museum is* itg collection; 1t 1s the function

f the ‘museum gurator to accumilate, preserve and display that collec-

(X B

lﬁ' tion’"‘agg to th&e ends s/he has become an expert {in art history. The
) N~ f,)artist-run apa'ce has no collection, and ng) curator unless this be the
“ ( (attist v;ho, in Michael Morris' poetic v‘:ro'.:d.s, becomes the “curator of
{ L ’;’y, d;‘ ~T"'l:!vue imagination” .12 ‘As the imagination has no physical body, “it can.

o *be neither cbllec‘ted nor . hoarded it can only be 1linked up with
“aA e . e A - 2
;. others, to form an ever shifting and changing network of images.

In this thésis 1 shall be concerne& to 4deéntify and analyse the

§§ ) . oS condit%ons -that: nge rise to the artist-tun centres in general. It ts'.
¢ »

o . my'con,tgntion that they emerged out of {:he conjuncture of three sdts

¥ ’ 3 ‘ v
. .o - » : y; .
o ~vof circumstances. The first, /already alluded to, was the extremely
. . Y Y N
. TN constrtctiye natm‘e of the artistic scene, even, in Cangda's three
S 4, €

C [ B 1argest cities. In the sixties there still wtf.erl t many places to

“show; galleries were mostly sma]\; and geared consequen;ly ‘toward

palnting 3and scu;pture of a manageab].e\size,, and the cutting edge . of

. ~~_ , the avant-garde for most of them was /still abstract paint{ng. This
[ ?\ "\.%}me of a scene was exacerbated by the fact that the 1ntqmational'

a::'_t ‘scene 1in the late sixties and early seVentiles was the site of

e " magor ae"st‘hg\ti‘cﬂ uphe?a.\.d and gﬁestioning. It was an era which saw

. . /.\‘.\\ - - '
. ) - 4
~
» {&9 ' N ¢
L] o ‘\ ~

< w7

i
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o need forlmore outlets 1in a country ‘where the market for art was; inher— °

~,
~ PN

hY
- f ) .
the breaking down of old categories and the proliferation df new ones.
Critics and artists spoke of the dematerialization of art: with
" -
conceptual, :non-object art, body artf_andt performance, process and

o

earth-art, installation and video, many proclaimed ‘that art was moving
| oo '

~

out of the galleries and museums, 4nd into the ever'yday world. At the
v ~

‘very least this inpos::d a strain upon the traditional art institutions
and seemed to call‘f‘orr a new kind of structure. Where was the

w B . +
innovation to come frou;? As Lawrence Alloway, a New York-based critic
»and curator, suggezted in a 1972 article: . Co

. ) »
gTo Judgé by the recent record museums do not seem a likely
source of new forma of distribution, subject as, they™are.to
their own finstitutional traditions.... Any change would need
to originate with the m:ti.‘sts....13

4 . ' ' - . \
s -, Artists in Canada faced a double dilemma: 1in the first .place a

+
ently limited, and' secondly, the need for new.xatructures that could
. L s

. foster. their desire to join in sh.e experimental activity that was

N
rapidly making itself known. For the news was carried like a virus by
the art magazines and travelled along the art network in Canada.

Before long there were performance ‘artists here, and conceptual art-

- -
Ptd

' - b “
ists, and ,mail artists 1in Toronto, Vancouver and Montreal. Their

. - v “ , N
ideas were nourished by such homergrown infll:;ancespas‘,Marshall McLuhan

with his theories about communications networks and his’ inte?estilin

{

.new technological environments, In such fertile ground they blossomed

into a young,  experimental art scene in  these three communities

practically simultangously. Co o .

‘ o

.
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From the present‘ point of view we can look -back on all this

activity and find in fts hybrid character and insistence on contextual-

ity the threads of a new, discourse, which we call ,postmogernism, in
opposition to ;nodernism, but at the outset it must have simply looked

like :a lot of good enefgy whicti needed a place to happen. None of

this was restricted to the visual arts: poets, musicians, dancers and

’
4

f{lmmakers felt it too, with the result that the artist-run spaces

which were fed by this energy were interdisciplinary in outlook from

the start. This, and an open, experimental attitude, an interest in
; o

o

new media and new ideas have continued ta characterize these ceatres.

l *

. 4
The second circumstance behind the emergence ‘of the artist-run

space was social and cultural. It had to do with the growth of cultur-
al criticism, that is to say, a critical attitude towards institutions

4 LY
in general and the vested interests these represented. .
. . B )'1
5
¢

.

The ‘seeda of .the counter-culture may have been sown in the United
of - ) ‘ -

States with opposition tNhe war in Vietnam and the civil rights

A .

movement, but the deeper attityde it represented, a suspicion of and

resistence to paternalism f{&%_all its forms, and an insistence on auton-
omy — the regulation of {nst{tutions by those individuals or groups
directly affected by them — was known in Canada too. The counter-

culture was essentially a decentralizing movement. Opposed'to all

concentrations of power, {t thrived .on newly discovered allégiances
¥

and communities. Thus there was the youth movement, the women's

movement, the gay rights movement, and these new~found networks fed

.

into one another, becoming new communities opposing the status quo.,

o

® ¥

.
- . - .
‘ .
~ - ! 4 . <
. ‘ - i .
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‘own ' influence became evident, and the artist-run space.was -a means -to

"economic and policical: Artists found out that money was available to N

‘them.. The firat step was the Canada Council's decision in 1967 to S

1 ' ’ _10

{ ‘ ’ "y
. . ;

After the relatively quiescent , fifities artists also' discovered

themselves as a community, as the quickened emergence of artists'

~ \

organizations during the sixties demonstrated. .. ST

1

l . "
x

The primary intellectual focus of the counter-culture "was ~the,

idea of the "systgm." The term spilled over from the ecology movement

, into the social and cultural spheres. Everything was interconnected;

‘

an 1intervention or change at any one point would have repercussions -

for the whole. In the art world, the system meant the network of

.

artist, .critic, dealer, .museum or gallery, and public. The artist N

[N

could not help but be aware of the influence of each of these on his °

or ~<her livelihood, and the future of his or her ‘art. - The museums 1in
& - .
' ™~

particular, appéaring closed and' unresponsive to the local artisti

communities- and controlled by comservative boatds of: wealthy citizens, :

vere 'a target of criticism. The importance of extendin§ the .artist's

this end. . . - o
1 o ‘. — o =Y

. ~

0f course, without the development of a stable structure of !

4, T

financiaﬁ support, it 1is doubtful whether such an alternative could

have sustained itself for long. Therefore, the third circumstance was

give seed money to a  group of poets, wmusiclans, fi‘lumal‘ters'and_

.

multimedia artists in Vancouver who called themselves \Intem'edia.w'

2 ~
. -

Then, in October. 1971, the Liberal governmuent decided. to extend its
> . A

. . ’ ’
Opportunities for Youth summér employment programmes to com}ba{ winter

. . . . )

[}
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unemp‘loyn\ent.15 (Artists' groups soon discovered that " as community

organizations they were eligible for grants under the kocal Initia-
o .o — N

tives Programs (LIP). The money was used to stabilize a core

population of artists around 4 centre tlz'y providing short and longet-

term employment, to carry out important renovations‘ and development of
rented space.\ and to develop programmes and an audience for them. The
'results were invaluable.

Because it was thé willingness of the Canadian state (largely

H . . .
through the, Ganada Council) to become, 6 involved in funding the artist-
run centres. that made their asituation enviably secure {in comparison

with such structures elsewheré, I ghall also examine in some detail

the t}istorical reasons foy this benevolence. It {s important to

consider the nature of this patronage because of the controversy it

sometimes occasions: . it has been viewed both positively and negative-

4

ly, by the recipients and by others in the art world.

1 wish, finpliy\to offer an overview, moving from the particular
. bt

o

. “histories of three spac\es. Véhicule, the Western Front and A Spaée, ‘Eo,

a general consideration of the' artist-run- network in Canada. The
™ ' ‘ : ‘
thesis concludes with an assessmét of! the network's achievements, 1{ts

‘ L

present position in relation to the larger Canadian art world, and the

scope of {ts futuire under donditions very different from those tha‘t‘

-

”

gave birth to it.

P—

v

-
'
‘

While 1 shall be concerned to provide a general. framework for
' . n v v o
understanding the emergence of the artist-run spaces ands the role_fhey—

S -
[}




.‘ . a2 N . . v 12
x S \
have played, it 1s beyond the scope of, this thesis to \attempt a
. \ . o N

history of all the artist-run )spaces' in Canada, even though they have

been in existence for a rélatively shoflt peribd of time. Instead I

have chosen to focus on three: Véhicule in Montreal; A Space in

~

To’ro;t'o; and the Western Front in Vangouver. These have been choden

o

because, although ot the first, they are the longes;—livéd s‘pa"ces..
Furthermore, t;ﬁey ha\'vg_ grown up in the three major artistic metropoles
in Canada, ;ach in a tlliscinctly sepa’rat'e regihon. and Ial(;hough each’ has
had contact with the Fothers the-ylare ‘different enoggh in their

structures and thelr evolution to offer many interesting points of

lcmnparteo‘n. The histories of these three organizations form the core
' o

of this thesis. : ‘ . - ‘

~

Cm wmtere e
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lRaymotwl’ Williams, Culture and Society 1780 - 1950 (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday Anchor Books, 1959), p. 356. '

2Fot‘ example, in David Burnett and Marilyn Schiff's Cohgei_:morarx

Canadian Art (Edmonton, Alberta: Hurtig Publishers, 1983), one of two °

or three.general studies on the subject, the endrmous institutional
, changes in the Canadian art world since the war are gsummed up in three
‘ short paragraphs (p. 182). Although detailed attention {s given to
various - artists' groups and socleties, it is impossible tpnlearn in
this volume when the Musfe d'art contemporain was founded (1965), or

\anything of the active role played by the Vancouver Art Gallery during

»

the sixties and early seventies. Yet such institutions and others
played an important role {in their artistic co:munities and frequently
determined whether an artist could develop hia or her career in that
community or not. . >

3he Massey Report, or the Report of the Roysl Commission on.

National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences 1949 - 195},
was published in 1951, . -t 13

I’Seé, for instance, an artitle on -.the T"Art Aésocation of

Montreal™ in The Montreal Herald, February 11, 1964 (Scrapbodk of the
Art Asasociation of Montreal, No., 1, [864 - 1887) where the author
remarks: o )
/i ~The love of that which is beautifyl is inherent in:
human nature;: but like other human affections, it
needs cultivation and direction towards legitimate

objects. The dideal of an artist may 'be beautiful l‘ /

as an angel, but while his hand has not learned to,
trace the lfnes, it will remain an ideal. It 1is e
thus with cultivated taste {in the dis¢ernment of )
merit” in works of art. - To strengthen this love of
the beautiful by preseating works of merit, and to
cultivate native artistic talent by supplying
~worthy subjects for study, are the two primary
objects of the Art Association. ‘ ;

A

5Arc:hie F. Key, Beyond Four Walls: The Ori‘gins and Develofuﬁt :

of Canadisn Museums (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, Ltd., 1973), p.

116, ' : ,
6K£y,'p-‘131. B ' . " -

7!(ey, P 133. Sir 'Edmund Walker on behalf of the trustees, all

~ laymen, wrote, "I can only hope that the R.C.A. will realiZe that the

National Gallery of Canada is a state institution ~&nd that it 1s not
in the true interest of the public that it should be even in appear~
aruce, allied to any other body.

o



. ¢ 14

8

meeting on March 15, .1900, "to discuss proposals for a permanent art
gallery for the city. Byron Edmund Walter, later Sir Edmund, served
as provisional chairman and three and a half months later became the
firat president of the somewhat nebulous Art Museum of Toronto,"

/(Keys, p. 145). The museum used the headquarters of the Ontario

Society of Artists for 1ts initial exhibitionms. )

The Society of Canadian Artists' role in the founding of the
‘Ilontreal Mugseum of Fine Arts was less direct. Nevertheless, on the
occasion of a jdint exhibition of the Society with the Art Adsociation
of Montreal in 1872, a change in/tone 2ould be detected in newspaper
coverage of the event, compared to previous “conversazione” of the
Association. There 1s an increased pride - in .the work of Canadian
artista, as well as an explicit interest in renditions of locdl sub-

. jJects. The emphasis of the Montreal Gazette's temarks 1s centred less

on the:.elevation of the taste of the general public and more upon the

actuyal needs and achievements of Canadisn artists, suggeséing that the -

presence of the Society of Canadian Artists had shifted attention away
from patronage and questions of taste which had tended to be uppermost
before (see “The Art Exhibition,* Gazette, April 9, 1872, A.A. of M.
- Scrapbook, No. 1, 1864 — 1887, p. 40y, - . ) :

?Report, Royal Commission on Nation‘al Development ‘in the- Agth;

G.A. Reid, president of the Ontario Society of Artists, called -a

- Letters and Sciences 1949 - 1951, (Ottawa: "King's Printer, 1951),\\5.

377. . — o . .

(SN

L an' M. Crean, Who's Afraid  of Cansiian Culture? (Don Mills,
Ontario: General Publishing Co. Ltd., 1976), p. 119« b .

11Crem, p.‘gﬁ. ( J

'lz}uchiﬂ Morris, “The ’Art% as Curator of the Inég‘i‘nation,"

Artsclnag:: 35 (April/May, 1.9'78), pi)."bl-ltii. Morris was one of the
.foundin mbers of the Western Front.. . , ' . Y

13 ' ' )
System,” Artforum, 9, no. 11 (3972), p. 32..

~ Torhe Canada Council, llth rApnu‘al Report 1967 - 1968, p. 34.

15

“Parliament ,” Canadian News Facts, 5 (1971), p. 707. \

€]

l

Lawrence Alloway, r"Netw.ork: " The Art . World Described. as a
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"pla'ce' to be 18 there? This of course brin'gs‘ up the ¢uee'tion of"

. 15 .
f
‘. )
. : . CHAPTER 1. {\ e
© THE BEGINNINGS QF A SCENE:, Do T
SELF-DETERMINATION AND. EXPERIMENTATION
. t . : )
) The development of a region‘al act that is at the same timle
an ambitious art — that 18, an art which acknowledges and °
attempts to contribute to the most advanced art being
created — appears to be virtually an impossible task. |
(Philip Leider, fomer editor of Artforum, in Vancouver)
In an gmrBicle  entitled "Vancouver:. Scene With -No Scene,"

s

cc'm‘nissioned ﬁy' Artscanada and published In the summer of 1967,

Philip Leider, at the time editor of the influential art magazine ’

°

Artforum, drew attention to the difficulties surroun&ing the making ld'f_

o

"atibitious” art awvay from the major art world centres and théJ support

. . [d
of anp <actjive art scene’ The circumstances of Leider's wisit to

Vancouver constitute a familfar exercise for Canadians: seeking

confirmation of aur iéentity,'we .invite the stranger to view and

*

. .r‘,;d ,

.asses‘s us. -Aithopgh “Lei‘&er w;j.gaddressing himself specificaliy i_o

Vancouver, it 1is evident that /his assumptions 'accurately sum up the'

handicap with which Canadians as a whole have felt' themsélves to be

labOuripg: how to do something ‘sfgnificant \hare,'.when the important

national identity but has it.s- particular inflection for artigts. ag

well. As A.A. Bronson. put it in an article on artist-run centres:

i
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."We felt the lack of fdeling ourselves as .part of an art 3«:ene.“2

1

. - ok
_The 1isolation experienced by Canadian artists was of a' double

i
.

nature. In the first place they suffered in their distance‘ from the

centre, frog' an active and developed art scene ilike New York's, which

¢

possessed, in Letder's words, "that climate of exchange and excitement

. that arises when a substantial group of artists, dgalers, collectors,

™

pubiications, mugseums and critics 1ntermingle."3 This distance was

)
L3

‘partiéularly acute 1In the fifties and sixties when abstraction was

becoming the dominant mode. 'Abstraction made formal iésu,és the\.sgy
. , ‘ N\ 7N
v Lo, .o
ject matter of art and widened the gap between artistic expression and

public comprehension. Individual artists gought one ax;oth’er:a support
as they‘ grappled‘ with the 1issues of modernism: thus groups formed,
'
the Plasticiens in Montreal, Painters El'even in Toronto, the Regina
Five. Yet' ultimately their art suffered from the restricted rahge of
_their cqmunication, from the paucity of informed feedback, and from
the lack of direct contact with much of the important art‘of the ‘day. .
. . Y

Aside from this priu'mry iaolaiion, the “ambitious axjtist Eacea
aﬂo:her,kind of‘isolgtion ‘steming from the generally limited nature
lof the local scene. The number of serious art dealers, interested in .
unprov\ed l;ocal art — especially art .made in a spirit of questioping

RN .
and experimentation ‘with form and medium — was small, as was the

public for such art, Finding a place to show was ,a first struggle,
and many of the solutions were improvised and temporary, such as the

bookstore Tranquille, where the - first .Plasticlens held monthly

exhibttions,a or Simpson's department store where Paipters Eleven
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first s-lhowed.5 . . , .

9

The rule hehind such alternatives was that they were artist-

‘{nitiated; artists themselves always c¢onstitute the first public for

new work; and the smaller the scene, the more 'the artist 'is' called .

upon te play’ roles beyond that of producer. 1In Montreal in the fif-

ties, for instance, Jauran, the palnter, was Rodalphe de Repentigny,
A 9

the critic, who called the public's attention to the work of the

Plasticiens in the pages of la Presse; Guidec Molinani, also a paint-

er.."“’was ‘kze founder of 1'Actuelle, a gallery devoted to the work 'of

this avant-garde circle, and perhaps the first artist—run spaée In

~

C;anada.f’ The importance of artists' taking an active role in the

development of an art scene (beyond making‘their own art, that is) can

be demonstrated by the example of the Tenth Street co-operative galler-

ies in New York in the fifties. According to Kay Larson, these

- 2

spaces . )

\ define a decade’ {n -which the activity centering on the New
York School .reached 1its height, .= Though neither the most
prominent nor well-publicized part. of this period, the co-
ops performed a necessary function: .they provided a meeting
ground and exhibition space for the artidts who hung around
on Tenth Street and who helped to make  the involvement so
intense.

-
v

.s» Tenth Street was an experimernt in self-rule ...

. Somehow, in sapite of the arguments and feuds, the economic

difficulties and° hard labor, the co-ops managed to hold

together during a critical period when there_were ... but a
handful of uptown galleries to show their work.

~ ' “
.

The co-ops, and the various alternatives that appeared when the need

was great 