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ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses the nineteenth-century art collection of Donald
Alexander Smith, Lord Strathcona (1820-1914), in relation to intersecting questions
of irhperialism, colonial relations, and cultural status. Both the formation of the
collection and its dispersal are linked to a dialectic of cultural hegemony and national
identity in nineteenth-century Canada. Smith came penniless to Montreal from
Scotland in 1838, became the wealthiest man in Canada by the end of the century,
and is known as Lord Strathcona after being raised to the peerage by Queen Victoria
in 1897. My discussion of the rise and fall of Strathcona's collection is informed by
postcolonial theory and its critical re-reading of imperialism. While British
imperialism was the ideology that governed Strathcona's activities, Anthony
Giddens’s structuration theory is introduced to account for how personal agency
remains operative within this dominant ideology.

Strathcona formed a significant collection of European paintings and Asian art,
which was, however, largely dispersed by the institution charged with its care, thus
reducing its significance. Krzysztof Pomian's concept of collectors as select individuals
who mediate symbolic cultural power through semiotic constructs provides an important
methodological anchor for an analysis of the collector and his collection, as does Carol
Duncan's work on the motivation to collect art and to structure cultural identity through
control of museums. As well, the princely model of collecting reveals the humanist
values operative throughout the centuries by comparison of Strathcona to the Medici in

terms of the deployment of spectacle.



This thesis makes use of primary source materials to compare Strathcona's
collection to several of his peers in order to place him in his cultural milieu during
a time in Canadian history when Montreal was a British enclave in a French
province. Analysis of fragmented primary source inventories, catalogues, personal
letters, and records held by the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts and the National
Archives of Canada, identification of paintings documented in the Notman
photographs of 1914-1915, and my tracing of the public portraits of Strathcona by
Robert Harris still on view in Montreal institutions allowed me to create useful

inventories that previously did not exist.



RESUME

Cette these étudie la collection de Donald Alexander Smith, Lord
Strathcona, (1820-1914). Cette collection est examinée en rapport a
I'ensemble de questions interreliées ayant trait a 1'impérialisme, aux relations
coloniales et au statut culturel. Dans cette optique, tant la formation de la
collection que son démantélement sont examinés a la lumiére d'une dialectique
liant 1'hégémonie culturelle et l'identité nationale au Canada au 19e siécle.
Strathcona arriva d'Ecosse 4 Montréal, sans moyens, en 1838, et devint a la fin
du 19e siécle 'homme le plus riche du Canada. Nous analysons I'essor etle
déclin de la collection de Strathcona a partir de la théorie post-colonialiste et de
sa relecture critique de I'impérialisme. Nous nous référons également a la
théorie de la «structuration» d'Anthony Giddens, qui me permet d'expliquer
comment l'entreprise individuelle demeure opérationnelle au sein de 1' idéologie
impérialiste.

Strathcona a rassemblé une collection significative de tableaux
européens et d'art asiatique. Cette collection fut, cependant, dispersée en grande
partie par l'institution qui en avait la garde, ce qui a amoindri sa signification.
La théorie de Krzysztof Pomian, selon laquelle les collectionneurs sont des
individus spéciaux qui incarnent un pouvoir culturel symbolique par le biais de
constructions sémiotiques, a fourni un cadre méthodologique important pour
I'analyse du probléme du collectionneur et de sa collection. Les recherches de
Carol Duncan sur les motivations i collectionner et a structurer l'identité
culturelle a travers le contrdle des musées ont également été mises a

contribution. De méme, le modéle du prince-collectionneur, qui révéle la



présence effective de valeurs humanistes a travers les siécles, fut utilisé dans
une comparaison entre Strathcona et les Médicis dans la perspective de la
collection comme déploiement de spectacle.

Cette thése repose sur un corpus de sources primaires utilisées pour
comparer Strathcona a plusieurs de ses pairs dans le but de le situer dans son
milieu culturel. L'analyse d'inventaires fragmentaires de sources primaires, de
catalogues, de lettres personnelles, de dossiers localisés au Musée des Beaux-
Arts de Montréal et aux Archives Nationales du Canada, l'identification des
tableaux de la collection dans les photographies de Notman, de méme que ma
recherche des portraits publics de Strathcona ont abouti a la création

d'inventaires auparavant inexistants.
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis sets out to analyze the form, the meaning, and the cultural significance
of the art collection of Donald Alexander Smith, first Baron Strathcona and Mount Royal,
1820-1914 (Illus. 1), who rose from commoner to aristocrat in the British colonial
system, during an era of British imperialism in Canada. Imperialism, colonial relations
and cultural status inform the meaning of the collection and its role in Canadian art
history. The absence of any previous in-depth historical analysis of the relationship
between the power structures of imperialism and collecting activities in Montreal
provides the incentive for this thesis. There has been no study that has considered Lord
Strathcona's collection vis-a-vis his biography, his place in the Canadian hierarchy of
wealth, power, and prestige. Strathcona was an agent of British imperialism, gathering
resources from Canada to enrich Great Britain. His involvement in railways and industry
benefited the development of Canada in a power field of economic imperialism. In the
cultural sphere his imperialism was to impose, by means of the art he collected and
exhibited, a "humanizing body of values and concepts through which the educated both
recognize each other and communicate with each other (through a common vocabulary of
metaphors and historical or classical references)".! His cultural activities at the Art
Association of Montreal justified bourgeois, racist, and imperialist assumptions of
authority, as European "high culture" was adapted to provide visual symbolization not
only of his own elite status, but as an ideal for the developing nation of Canada.

Lord Strathcona's imaginative Schatzkammer or treasury of two hundred

European paintings, forty-nine Chinese bronze sculptures, two hundred porcelain items,

' Kenneth Coutts-Smith, "Some General Observations on the Problem of Cultural Colonialism," The Myth
of Primitivism, ed. Susan Hiller (London and New York 1991), 16-19.



as well as textiles and armor of Chinese and Japanese origin, was collected between
1882-1893. These objects helped to establish and to proclaim his position in the imperial
hierarchy during the years he was involved with the Art Association of Montreal (AAM).
In 1927, this collection, presumably still almost completely intact in his home on
Dorchester Street, was offered to the AAM by Royal Trust on instructions from
Strathcona's grandson, who inherited his title.” This donation held the potential to be the
core of the AAM's collection, and to memorialize the contributions of the collector to the
nation of Canada, and yet it was not preserved. Although his collection is largely
dispersed, I set out to reconstruct it, and then to analyze it in order to understand why it
was accumulated and why it did not survive. Strathcona is centrally featured in the most-
published photograph in Canadian history, where he is shown driving the last spike of the
Canadian Pacific Railway at Craigellachie, British Columbia in 1885 (Illus. 6). Yet, in a
recent history book the only mention of him is in the caption for this photograph in which
he is identified as "the president of the Bank of Montreal".?> Imperialism during the years
1875-1914, dubbed the "Age of Empire", consisted of commercial enterprise that
installed wealth-generating systems and their human operatives in colonies such as
Canada. Strathcona was a pawn of impeﬁalist ideology and its structure to generate
economic resources for Great Britain. However, it is the material culture accumulated
through his imperialist intent that has become as important to Canadian civilization as the

commercial enterprises with which he was associated during his lifetime. Art has the

? An unsigned memorandum on Royal Trust stationary, 6 December 1927, to Arthur Browning located in
the Art Association of Montreal files, apparently formalizes the offer of the collection to the museum by
second Baron Strathcona, following the death of his mother, Margaret Smith, Strathcona's only child.

3 Craig Brown, ed. History of Canada (Toronto 1997), 361.



capacity to fulfill the function of memory, whereas commerce does not.* Without
images, perhaps we cannot imagine ourselves, as John Ralston Saul has considered in his
debate on human imagination.” That is why the works of art in the museum help us to
know ourselves.

The theoretical armature of my analysis principally draws upon the postcolonial
critique of imperialism, in both its economic and epistemological manifestations,® the
application of Anthony Giddens's structuration theory, and two theories of cbllecting in
particular: Carol Duncan's concept that those in control of the museum impose their own
view of culture,” and Krzysztof Pomian's theory of semiophores, semiophore-men and
thing-men that imaginatively clarifies the loss of cultural status due to the waning of the
aura surrounding a cult figure.® Strathcona had achieved cult status during the years 1900
to 1914. When Strathcona's status was reduced by the scandal resulting from a book
published by a political enemy in 1914, this cult status waned.’

The writings of Edward Said mark a significant moment in the development of
postcolonial theory, the perspective from which I approach my thesis topic. While the

term "Orientalism" is not a synonym for any ideological "othering" of cultures different

4 John Ralston Saul, On Equilibrium (Toronto 2001), 247-250.,

* Ralston Saul, On Equilibrium, 142.

® My key references are Edward Said, Orientalism (New York 1996), and Culture and Imperialism
(London 1993); John Ralston Saul, Reflections of a Siamese Twin: Canada at the End of the Twentieth
Century (Toronto 1997), and On Equilibrium; Coutts-Smith, The Myth of Primitivism, 16-19.

7 Carol Duncan, "Art Museums and the Ritual of Citizenship," Interpreting Objects and Collections
(London and New York 1994/1998), 279-286 and Civilizing Rituals, Inside Public Art Museums (London
and New York 1995).

¥ Pomian, Krzysztof, "Foreword" and "The Collection: Between the Visible and the Invisible," Collectors
and Curiosities, Paris and "Venice, 1500-1800 (Cambridge, UK. 1990), 1-44.

°® W.T.R. Preston, The Life and Times of Lord Strathcona (London 1914).



from one's own, this debate has been extremely helpful in the analysis of how former
European colonies such as Canada view themselves vis-a-vis European culture. Said's
book Culture and Imperialism," further examined the racism and classism inherent in the
colonial project. Nicholas B. Dirks proposes that "in certain important ways, culture was
what colonialism was all about."!! It is not too much of a leap to suggest that in Canada,
cultural imperialism took the form of the elite attempting to impose the idea that
European culture was the model those living in Canada must follow and strive to
emulate. As John Ralston Saul has stressed, this is the kind of colonial thinking that
continues to diminish Canadian autonomy. The equation is that colonial equals inferior
because it is always imitative.'* In agreement with this, I propose that it is a colonial
attitude to dismiss art collections formed in Canada during the late nineteenth century as
being inconsequential in comparison to European collections. The colonial mentality of
the administrative class that replaced the nineteenth-century capitalists at the Art
Association of Montreal may be read as being a colonial mindset, since these museum
administrators dismissed the collections formed by the Scottish elite by selling them to
dealers. This purge can also be seen as a reaction to imperialism. Postcolonial theory
allows one to argue that it was European humanism that was imposed by the nineteenth-
century capitalists who controlled the Art Association of Montreal. Strathcona and his
peers, because they were among the richest and most powerful men in Canada, decided

what visual culture to collect and exhibit. Their choice was to create a presence of

' Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London 1993).
" Nicholas B. Dirks, ed., Colonialism and Culture (Ann Arbor 1992), 3.

'2 Ralston Saul, Reflections of a Siamese Twin,3-54.



European culture so that collective memory could be addressed to a European past. The
bureaucrats who succeeded these capitalists imposed their own views of cultural viability,
demonstrating the replacement of one structural system by another.

Some scholars have explicitly linked humanism to imperialism, a connection
which I develop at length in the body of this thesis. Kenneth Coutts-Smith saw the
construct of humanism, arising during the Renaissance from a renewed interest in the
civilization of ancient Greece and Rome, as being imperialist insofar only the educated
would understand its rarified aspects. In this way they set themselves apart, while at the
same time establishing cultural hegemony.'? Paula Findlen connects the revival of the
ancient art of memory during the Renaissance to both the appearance of collections and
museums as symbols of humanism.'* These principles, arising out of Renaissance
humanism, were affected in Montreal.

The bureaucrats who succeeded these capitalists imposed their own views of
cultural viability, demonstrating the replacement of one structural system by another. The
structuration theory of Anthony Giddens allows for the consideration that in institutions
such as those with which Strathcona was involved intimately, namely the Hudson's Bay
Company, the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Art Association of Montreal, and the office
of the Canadian High Commission to London, structure is a social system "organized
hierarchically and laterally within societal totalities”. While Giddens recognizes that the

individual is socialized into a particular society, "the structural properties of social

13 Coutts-Smith, "Some General Observations” The Myth of Primitivism, 16-19.

' Paula Findlen, "Renaissance Collegting and Remembrance," Museums and Memory (Stanford 2000),
161. '



systems are certainly exterior to the activities of 'the individual™."” Although Strathcona's
involvement in these institutions served the needs of the British Empire by generating
wealth for an elite back in Britain, the riches and the prestige that were his reward for
doing so meant that he could engage in nation building activities in Canada through his
philanthropy in health care, education (particularly women's education), and in the
humanistic and knowledge-gathering activity of art collecting. The type of visual art he
collected and exhibited at the Art Association of Montreal over a period of several years
constituted cultural imperialism, since along with others of his class, he decided
European art was to be shown to define Canada as a European culture. When he began to
collect and exhibit Asian art, the domain was expanded, but it was still following the
model established by Britain of collecting non-Western objects as a way to represent its
empire.

Applying Pomian's construct of the semiophore-men at the top of the social
hierarchy as being distanced from the thing-men and their mundane world re-situates the
collector from the structural to the personal realm. Pomian's idea that semiophore-men
provide a link to the invisible and intangible values of a given society through distancing
themselves from the mundane'® was a factor in Strathcona's mystique. In 1900, he was
distinctive for his great age while his wealth and magnanimity set him apart. His art
collection was not acquired for investment but as part of his strategy to remove himself
from the world of commerce to the world of influence signified by one's power and

wealth. By withdrawing his visual art from the economic circuit, caring for it, and

'* Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1984), 170.

' For Pomian, the invisible is spatially and temporally distant," situated in a time of its own, or outside any
passing of time, in eternity itself", Collectors and Curiosities, 24.



displaying it, it became semiophoric. Pomian's theory is that the power of certain
individuals declines when they lose status in the hierarchy. After Strathcona's death, he
was no longer a force within the structure of these institutions, his influence declined, and
his status was reduced. Ishow that his loss of status was produced when his art
collection was sold over time by the institution charged with the care of his collection.

Carol Duncan's idea of the museum as a ritual site allows semiophores to be
regarded as part of the ritual of those "longing for contact with an idealized past.""’
Duncan's concept of the visual reordering of what is exhibited as corresponding to the
cultural ideals of the group in charge of the museum helps to explain the rise and fall (and
present resurrection) of Strathcona's collection. Strathcona was a representative man"'®
during the Victorian era of the British Empire. Dubbed "Canada in a swallowtail coat," he
became an elegant symbol for the imperialist diaspora. Together with his peers in
Montreal, he shared the humanist idea that art would help to educate and instruct the
populace. An enthusiastic group of private collectors, of whom Strathcona was one,
expended time and money to build the Art Association of Montreal to project what they
considered high cultural ideals, a situation similar to the one in England and in
communities across the United States.'

The collection itself is a kind of archive of knowledge that needs to be excavated

for the information and the wonder with which it was invested. By the term "archive of

' Duncan, Civilizing Rituals, 17.

'8 One of his biographers, John McNaughton, recognized that Strathcona had become a symbolic figure,
representative of Canada and its place in the empire. MacNaughton uses the term "representative man" in
Lord Strathcona (London and Toronto 1927), 378.

19 Carol Duncan, Civilizing Rites, Inside Public Art Museums (London and New York 1995).



knowledge" I am referring to the concept of Victorian positivism and the idea that control
of the British Empire hinged on British monopoly over knowledge. The urge to collect
information and objects was endemic, representing a bureaucratic model for structuring
the world. The might of the British Empire was fabricated through symbols that included
Queen Victoria herself, as well as icons of the world's civilizations drawn together in the
British Museum. Certainly all power radiates from knowledge: a vast network of
knowledge was and is necessary, then, as now, to generate power, and through power,
wealth may be acquired along with its visual manifestations. A corollary of my project
will show, too, that taste should not be a criterion for disposing of works of art left in
trust, since taste changes over time. In fact, the competence of the collection's keepers at
certain times is also an issue. For example, Evan H. Turner, director of the MMFA in
1960, sidelined the importance of Strathcona's collection when he stated,

while it contained an interesting pair of Flemish mannerist narrative

subjects, formerly in the collection of Charles I of England,? it consisted

for the most part of the 19th century painters admired at the turn of the century.

Mr. R.B. Angus' collection displayed a more original taste, although his

collection, as did most of the great ones of the period, emlpha51zed 17th century

Holland, 18th century England and 19th century France.”

This opinion by Turner indicates an ignorance of the historical periods

represented in Strathcona's collection, which invalidates Turner's assessment. It also

illustrates Duncan'’s theory that those in power influence perception and reception.

% John H. Steegman, Catalogue of Paintings, Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (Montreal 1960) identifies
these paintings as The Woman that Touched Christ's Garment and The Woman of Samaria, both 1610, oil
on canvas. Their provenance is described as progressing from the Collection of Anne of Denmark, Queen
of England before 1616; her son, Charles I of England; Marchioness of Hamilton, 1637; Dukes of
Hamilton; Hamilton Palace Sale 1882, No. 1044, bought by M.S. Nathan; 1st Lord Strathcona, Montreal,
citing J. Steegman, Burlington Magazine (November 1957), 379; Presented 1927 by Lord Strathcona and
Family to the Art Association of Montreal.

?! Evan K. Turner, "Introduction,” The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (Montreal 1960), unpaginated.



Evidently since 1980 academic painting and other nineteenth-century works have been
re;-evaluated internationally. Britain's National Gallery, for example, has "nearly tripled
its collection of French nineteenth-century painting..." and placed it in prominent
galleries. > The MMFA permanent collection galleries, newly re-reinstalled and re-
opened on the fourth floor nearing the end of 2002, prominently enshrine eight of
Strathcona's paintings, indicating a reassessment of the semiotic value of the collection,
with important consequences for the reputation of the collector. The force field set up
between the viewer and the paintings re-establishes the presence of the collector and his
humanist values, and sanctifies his choices. It also indicates that a new administrative
order at the MMFA has decided what cultural values to impose since the ritual procession
through the building establishes the primacy of French painting in the museum's
collection, suggesting French painting is at the top of the art historical hierarchy.
Through a process of gathering, cross-indexing, and analyzing primary source
material, my study provides a larger picture of Strathcona's collection. It considers also
the broader cultural significance of Strathcona, who lost status due to the reception,
perception and consequent treatment of his art collection. The Strathcona family gift
presented an opportunity for the museum to preserve knowledge that is important to
Canadian identity.” Inventories from 1927 and 2001 at the Montreal Museum of Fine
Art, when compared to the 1914 inventory at the National Archives of Canada, together
with information gleaned from de-accession records at the MMFA, provide information

as to dates of sales, buyers and realized sale prices of the majority of Strathcona's

22 This information is from Richard R. Brettell, "The Problematics of Collecting," The Oxford Art Journal,
Vol. LXXVII, No. 2, June 1995, 166.
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paintings. Some records exist concerning attempts at various times to dispose of the
Asian collection, including a 1928 auction catalogue.24 When this loss is considered
through the lens of postcolonial theory, it provides insight into the mechanisms of power
enmeshed in the traces of material culture.

If one goal of postcélonial studies is to restore history "to people and cultures
'without' history", as Edward Said proposes,* then postcolonial theory has ramifications
for the Canadian experience, where identity is often framed as a longing and a quest for a
sense of history. Canadians are both inside and outside European culture, repressed by
the ambiguity of what delineates the construct of Europeanism, and how an ideological
"othering” has transpired in Canadian history, overdetermined by the political and the
regional. A study of Lord Strathcona's art collection through a reconfiguration of the
"historical imaginary"*® provides a route into the issue of Canadian identity as it was
formulated in an era of British imperialism.

Orne can find this yearning for history in twenty-first millennium Montreal in the
publicity banners for the 2001-2002 opera season. The poignant face of Katherine Kelly
from Tissot's painting October, 1877, (Lllus. 2), owned and brought to Montreal from
London by Lord Strathcona, was reproduced with permission of the Montreal Museum of

Fine Art by L'Opéra de Montréal and emblazoned on street banners, the opera

% In this instance by the term "knowledge" I mean facts, what can be known, what one can perceive and
therefore can understand.

?* Jenkins Galleries, The Final Portion of the Janes, Strathcona and Massey Properties, June 19th and the
Three Following Days (Toronto 1928).

¥ Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (New York 1993), 35.
% This term is used by Will Straw, "On and Around the Raft: An Interview with Marvan Hassan," The Raft

of the Medusa, Five Voices on Colonies, Nations and Histories, Jocelyne Doray and Julian Samuel, eds.
(Montreal, New York, London 1993), 92.
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subscription program, and other publicity materials to suggest the allure of the opera
experience. The use of the detail of Tissot's painting October, focusing on Kelly's face,
evokes the romance not only of Montreal's past and a connection to "high" art, but
provides the subliminal suggestion that Montreal is a centre for fashion and culture.
Painted by a French artist dislocated to London, of an Irish woman against a backdrop of
Japanese influence, the detail of October is somehow resonant of the glory of Empire.
Through the eyes of the mysterious nineteenth-century woman whose arch gaze meets
those of passers-by, the literati may imagine the figure of a top-hatted patron, (possibly
the spectre of Lord Strathcona) standing in the wings. One motivation for Strathcona
acquiring October and other larger-scale academic paintings was to seek to redress the
negative opinions that outsiders had formed of Montreal. Donald MacKay recounted that
English satirist Samuel Butler accused Montreal of suffering from "Philistine
tendencies,” when he mocked the city in A Psalm to Montreal that ended in the
lamentation "O God! O Montreal!"”’ Mackay pointed out the validity of Butler's critique
since anglophone Montreal did not have an opera house and "in the 1870s was starved for
culture”.”® Lord Strathcona contributed to the effort by members of the Montreal elite to
change this reality, enacting with his peers the ritual of citizenship referred to by Carol

Duncan, whereby those who control the museum decide what cultural ideals to portray.?

% Donald MacKay, The Square Mile, Merchant Princes of Montreal (Vancouver and Toronto 1987), 103-
104, writes that Butler's disgust with Montreal was published in London in the Spectator, following that
author's trip to Montreal to follow up on a questionable investment. Butler apparently "wandered into the
attic of the museum of the Natural History Society”, where he found a sculpture of Discobolus placed in a
corner, its genitals turned away from the public gaze.

2 MacKay, Square Mile, 107. Montreal had a Philharmonic Society with a voice chorus of 250 and a 45-
piece orchestra prior to 1894, according to Lovell's Montreal Directory, 1894, 1041, cited by Heather
Victoria Haskins, Bending the Rules — The Montreal Branch of the Women's Art Association of Canada,
1894-1900. M.A. Thesis, Concordia University, 1995, Chapter IX, 200, footnote 5.

% Carol Duncan, "Art Museums and the Ritual of Citizenship,” 279-286.
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Oyerview of the Chapters

In Chapter I, pertinent biographical literatufe is reviewed, expanding on the brief
biography provided in this introductory chapter. I suggest that Beckles Willson, who
wrote two biographies of Strathcona, attempted to "forge a national imaginary" based on
Scottish heritage through references to British literature. Willson positions Strathcona as
being self-consciously aware of how he could contribute to the culture of the young
nation of Canada. In this chapter, I indicate that it was Strathcona who initiated the
Canadian Pacific Railway syndicate, one of his contributions to empire building. One of
the greatest philanthropists of his age, Strathcona's long life and vitality allowed him to
be active in colonial matters until his death, at age ninety-four.

Smith left his Scottish homeland in 1838, at age eighteen to emigrate to the
British colony of Canada, where he joined the Hudson's Bay Company (HBC). He wore
his fingers raw from counting odourous fur pelts in a HBC Lachine warehouse before
being sent to Labrador as a fur trader. Thirty years later, in 1848, he arrived back in
Montreal as the HBC chief commissioner for Montreal, wealthy since he had husbanded
his resources and those of his fellow officers of the HBC in the Bank of Montreal,
garnering interest for himself, thus providing influence in banking. He proceeded to
scale the pinnacles of Victorian society through social interaction with the Scots elite of
Montreal, and later with British royalty through the signs of power he orchestrated. He
aided the new Dominion Government of Canada to settle the Riel Rebellion in 1870,
entered parliament in 1871, invested in the industrial revolution, and was the mastermind

behind the syndicate of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR), completed in 1885. He
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grew richer through investments in what became the Grand Trunk Railway in the United
States, operated by his friend J.J. Hill, an expatriate Canadian and fellow art collector.
Strathcona's collecting activities converge with the dates he was associated with the Art
Association of Montreal (AAM) from 1882-1893, an activity that enhanced his status. He
was knighted in 1886 for his role in the CPR, a date that coincided with renovation of his
Montreal home and significant purchases of art. He was named Canadian High
Commissioner to London in 1896, and raised to the peerage in 1897, an entitlement that
was augmented to hereditary status in 1900, folloWing his financing of a troop of soldiers
from Canada's Northwest, the Strathcona Horse, to aid the British in the Boer War. He
became London governor of ;he Hudson's Bay Company in 1899, a post he held until his
death in 1914,

In Chapter II, the concept of imperialism is discussed z;s an archive, as an
economic strategy by the British and the diaspora they unleashed in Canada, and as a
political consideration for the forming nation of Canada. One of the accoutrements of
imperialist success is an art collection that only the very wealthy can afford. The white
colonizers who withdrew raw resources from Canada for an elite class in European cities
felt that the white man must and would impose his superior civilization on coloured races
and impose higher values on savages.>® Strathcona's meeting with Father Lacombe to ask
for his help in moving CPR tracks through Blackfoot peoples' territory is an example of
Strathcona's imperialism. Imperialism is complex and encompassed the opinion in the
1880s that Cénada should be a nation within the British Empire to prevent American

encroachment on Canadian territory justified by the American policy of Manifest

% J.A. Hobson, Imperialism —A Study (London 1902), 137-158.



14

Destiny.31 Other views were voiced including that of Henri Bourassa (1868-1952), who
rejected irﬁperialisrn as racist, reactionary and anti-Canadian, propelled by the interests of
commercial and financial interests.*® Strathcona's own views on the institution of British
imperialism was that at the end of the nineteenth century it had evolved from a
conquering force to a commercial enterprise encompassing trading partners like Canada,
exchanging preferential trading opportunities to Canada in exchange for loyalty to Great
Britain.*® Arguably, Strathcona's participation in the AAM to impose a culture of
European humanism on Canada was also imperialist. By displaying European paintings
and Asian objects in his home, he signaled his place in the hierarchy of Empire.

Various theories of how power operates are brought together in the economic and
social theory of structuration proposed by Anthony Giddens, discussed in Chapter III,
and forming an undercurrent throughout this thesis. In structuration theory "the dualism
of the 'individual' and 'society' is reconceptualized as the duality of personal agency and
societal structure.”® The 'structure’ of structuration theory is defined as rules of social
contact that generate mutual knowledge, operative across time and space, mediated by a
shared language. Why were art collections formed in Montreal by a predominantly Scots
elite at the end of the nineteenth century? Giddens's proposes that a common culture is

formed over time through proximity, and that control of the object world was the

3 Carl Berger, Imperialism and Nationalism 1884-1914: A Conﬂzct in Canadian Thought (Toronto 1969)
contains debates on imperialism within Canada.

% William L. Grant, "Part II, The Critique of Imperialism," Empire Club Addresses Delivered to the
Members During the Session of 1911-12 (Toronto 1913), 223-228 in Berger, Imperialism,64.

3 "Notes on Imperialism,” Address to the Empire Club, London, 1914, Microfilm A-1087, Donald A.
Smith fonds, National Archives of Canada.

3 Giddens, Constitution,162.
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occupation of capitalist society. Vast amounts of capital were centred in Montreal,
resulting from the Canadian industrial revolution and Montreal's primacy in shipping and
transportation in rail and sea systems. Capitalism and industrialism generated a nation-
state to service private economic ventures indispensable to the continuing reproduction of
capitalism. Power, Giddens proposes, arises from diplomacy and persuasion, rather than
through brute force. In the theory of structuration, using power for personal rather than
collective gains is described as an éspect of society where individual action intervenes to
secure personally advantageous outcomes. Mutual knowledge, mediated through class,
produces cultural norms, an aspect important to understanding why art collecting was
seen as a signifier that one was worthy of high status and qualified to be a leader.
Chapter IV reviews relevant literature on collecting and art collections,
illuminating the complexity of the activity. My study has benefited from recent
scholarship on collecting, marrying structure and method with thought and argument,
demonstrating that an analysis of art collecting may benefit from a multi-methodological
approach. Psychoanalytic theory continues to fascinate theorists as diverse as John
Forrester, whose article on Freud's collecting practices remains a model of clarity, and
others such as Russell Belk and Ruth Formanek, who combine psychoanalysis with
sociological methodology. Jean Baudrillard implicates sexual fetishes and commodity
fetishes as neuroses compelling the collector seeking to dispel a sense of depleted
humanity.3 > Krzysztof Pomian sets forth that a semiological reading of collecting

activities as signs that established collectors' superiority in the domain of meaning, a

% Jean Baudrillard, "The System of Collecting,” The Cultures of Collecting (Cambridge Massachusetts
1994), 7-24.
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construct that applies as much to nineteenth-century Canada as it did to earlier European
eras. A fine model for the use of semiology, psychoanalysis and social history is
provided by Stephen Bann's case study Under the Sign, John Bargrave as Collector,
Traveller, and Witness. Competifion for cultural domination fuel the narcissistic need to
establish personal memorials and dictate the identity of a community through control of
the museum as Carol Duncan érgues. Duncan's work on the rituals performed both by art
collectors to enhance their status and by administrators who control cultural identity
within the museum can be seen as a new postcolonial model for former colonies
controlled by the descendants of European colonizers. Mieke Bal considers Saussurian
structuralism, as well as the psychoanalysis of Freud and Lacan, and imposes them on a
narrative structure to explain the phenomena of collecting.

The princely model of art collecting outlined in Chapter V links spectacle to the
perception of power, wealth and status. I propose that the best model for imagining
Strathcona's collection is that of the princely collection in order to situate my subject,
Lord Strathcona, and the aspirations that brought him to the practice of art collecting. To
think that the model of princely collecting cannot be equated with the history of
collecting by the "merchant princes"* in Montreal in the 1880s and 1890s is colonjal
thinking. Some inherit wealth, title and things. Others obtain the accoutrements of
nobility through their own capability. Thus, the Medici are proposed as a comparison to
the art collector Lord Strathcona in nineteenth-century Montreal; a brief historical
overview of some princely collections is provided. One trajectory of art collecting arose.

out of the fashion for gathering objects in Cabinets of Curiosities. The word cabinet

% Donald Mackay, The Square Mile, Merchant Princes Of Montreal (Vancouver 1987), installed this term
in the Canadian imaginary.
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gradually evolved to mean a chamber, room or gallery where art was displayed. In the
German lands there is a distinction between collections of curiosities or Wunderkammers
and collections of art or Kunstkammers. Collections of paintings, best displayed on walls
and affordable to only the very wealthy, have always held tremendous semiotic
importance as signs of power and knowledge. Princely collections were emulated by
those who desired to be considered noble. Logic indicates that the practice of royal art
collecting, a model for the aristocracy, is also an historical model for those who made
princely fortunes and aspired to nobility in nineteenth-century Canada. That many
wealthy citizens 6f Montreal sought appendages to their names would seem to indicate
their fervour for ennoblement. There is no doubt that with the North American industrial
revolution spectacular fortunes were created, allowing many individuals to take on
aristocratic trappings. Not only did they acquire paintings once held by European
aristocrats and royalty, they also bought paintings represented to them by dealers as being
"Old Masters." In Montreal these individuals have been termed "merchant princes,"
following the model of the Medici, merchants of Florence who acquired royal identity
through ostentatious display. There never has been, as Krzysztof Pomian points out, any
doubt that money and art collecting are separable.’” This was the case for the wealthiest
man in Canada in the late nineteenth century, Sir Donald A. Smith, Lord Strathcona
(Illus. 1), knighted in 1886, with a full twenty-eight years of productive life ahead of him
to continue to accrue wealth and power.

Chapter VI ties colonialism to the racist and imperialist assumptions of liberal-

humanism arising out of Renaissance mercantilism and feeding into nineteenth-century

37 Pomian, "Foreword," Collectors and Curiosities, 1.
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bourgeois capitalist assumptions concerning imposition of a "high culture" to serve
themselves.*® Coutts-Smith's observation that colonialism and imperialism cannot be
separated historically or socially is an idea germane to my premise that Strathcona's
intention with his art collection was imperialist. If the economic arm of imperialism was
to gather land and resources by building institutions for this purpose, the cultural arm was
to institute European humanist symbols for Canada. The Montreal elite strove to build an
“imperial city". This chapter situates Lord Strathcona in his milieu, and elaborates the
formation and the intent of his collection against an overlay of imperialism and colonial
relations. Operative is Gidden's structuration theory where co-presence in time and place
shapes the constitution of social conduct.*® Thus by circulating with the heads of the
British imperialist state on a social level, Strathcona was both enabled to act, and free to
do so, by his own agency. Clearly, colonial class mobility within the British imperialist
structure is a determining factor of Strathcona's identity and his collecting activity.
Chapter VII outlines and elaborates Strathcona's art collection, and fleshes out
the humanist aspirations inherent in it. From scattered inventories of 1914, 1927, and
2001 as well as primary source materials at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, the
National Archives of Canada, and the McCord Museum, Montreal, I have reconstituted
Lord Strathcona's collection of paintings, documented in the Appendices. From the
estimated two hundred paintings in Lord Strathcona's collection, ranging in date from the

sixteenth through to the late nineteenth century,*® it would seem he acquired fifty

8 Coutts-Snﬁth, "Some General Observations," 16-19.
% Giddens, Constitution, 116.

“0 Several paintings by Flemish artists were from the sixteenth century.
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landscape paintings, nearly half of these being seventeenth-century Dutch works. He also
owned four marine or coastal views, twenty—eight salon paintings of women and girls,
nineteen paintings with Christian subject matter, twenty-one everyday life scenes, seven
rural views with cattle or sheep, nine history paintings, ten portraits of aristocrats, four
paintings of mythological subjects, four still life paintings, four architectural views, and
one Orientalist painting. He also had a collection of Chinese and Japanese art. His
Chinese collection was said to be principally from the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644).*!
Strathcona allowed himself to be commemorated in a number of public portraits, attesting
to his interest in being memorialized.

Largely through dealers, Strathcona acquired mainly academic paintings from
several countries in the following numbers: English (33), French (31), Dutch (31),
Flemish (8), Italian (22), Canadian (18), American (14), German (9), Norwegian (1),
about twenty paintings of unknown provenance, and others that did not appear on
inventories but can be seen in the Notman photographs of 1914-1915. In common with
the majority of collectors of seventeenth-century Dutch art, Strathcona was middle class,
and from a Protestant country steeped in Calvinism, meaning that his moral values may
have been similar to the Dutch of two centuries earlier. Since the bourgeoisie in
eighteenth-and nineteenth-century Europe were influenced by seventeenth-century Dutch
models, it does not seem incongruous that Strathcona, also middle class, at first collected
works by European artists espousing bourgeois values, centering around charity, the
centrality of the family, piety, sobriety, and nature as central to spiritual health. The

Flemish and seventeenth-century Dutch works were amongst Strathcona's first

4! Thomas E. Norton, "Oriental Treasures from the Strathcona Collection,”" Canadian Homes and Gardens
(Toronto June 1928), 96-104.
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acquisitions. His interest in academic works that generally had a firm provenance was
influenced by the discovery that some of his earlier acquisitions of Old Masters had
proved to be fake.*? These larger-scale academic paintings enforced the effect of the
humanism he valued through the signs they projected.

His imperialist ideology propelled him to transcend the middle class, however,
affecting his choices in art. As Homi Bhabha states, "Culture is the symbolic realm
through which we enact a range .of imaginative aspirations. .."* One might add that
visual display serves this end powerfully. That is, by the 1880s, other choices became
available to North American collectors including English eighteenth-century aristocratic
portraits, arms and armor, and Asian art. When Strathcona expanded his collection to
include these items, I submit that they represented his ascendancy to aristocratic status.
This coincides with the age of British high imperialism from 1875 to 1914. That is, to
cement Great Britain's prominent place as colonizer and collector of other cultures,
objects were given a prominent place. The Empire was grand and rich and abundant. It
projected stagecraft and one-upmanship for the spectacle and the glory of empire,
described by David Cannadine as "ornamentalism".** Records have not yet been found to
establish when Strathcona collected his Asian treasures, although he was lending Chinese

pieces to Art Association of Montreal loan exhibitions in the 1880s and up until 1891.%

2 Angus supposedly commented as early as 1885 that Strathcona intended to donate his collection to a
museum, but the uncertain provenance of his Old Masters discouraged him, as reported by Donna
McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, (Toronto, Oxford 1996), 352. His nineteenth century paintings
were not acquired until after 1885, as auction records indicate.

3 Homi K. Bhabha, "On Cultural Choice," The Turn to Ethics," Marjorie Garber, Beatrice Hanssen,
Rebecca L. Walkowitz, eds. (New York 2000), 181.

* David Cannadine, Ornamentalism: How the British Saw Their Empire (London 2001), 173.

* Art Association of Montreal Annual Report 1880-92 (Montreal 1881-1893).



21

The Art Association of Montreal, renamed the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts
(MMFA) after 1939, sold Strathcona's paintings, including works by Rosa Bonheur,
Alexandre Cabanel, J.J. Tissot, Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Baron Henry Leys, H.J.
Bauerman, Annibale Carracci, Martin Heade, J.L. Meissonier, John Fraser, Cornelius
Kreighoff and others for as little as $10 each. His paintings by Camille Corot,

J.M.W. Turner, and Jules Breton likely were taken by Strathcona to England, and have
since been sold. Although portraits by Thomas Gainsborough, George Romney,
Ferdinand Roybet, and Titian are shown in his home in the Notman Collection
photographs of 1914-1915, the fate of these portraits is unknown. Most unfortunately,
Strathcona's collection of Japanese and Chinese art, including armor, bronze sculptures,
textiles, ceramics and furnishings completely disappeared in the hands of the AAM,
leaving only a photographic trace. Significantly, his humanist values were inclusive of
Asian art. The multicultural aspects of his collection are apparent in the Notman
photographs of 1914-1915. Through a discussion of the various genres Strathcona held,
and what they meant, several conclusions may be drawn, including the suggestion that he
viewed all of his collection as part of his Schatzkammer or treasury, synecdochical of the
British Empire and his place within it.

By comparing Strathcona's collection to others both inside and outside Montreal
in Chapter VIII, an eroded and fading archive approaches reformulation. One constant
through time is how power operates through cultural relations. Using a variety of
methodological tools, supported by my statistical analysis outlined in the Appendices, I
elaborate Strathcona's collection and compare it to the collections of Sir William

Comnelius Van Horne, Sir George A. Drummond, and R. B. Angus of Montreal. I contend
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that the dominant Scots elite imposed European humanism on Canada through
architecture, their art collections and their exhibitions. By cross-referencing the paintings
of Strathcona to the collections of his peers in Montreal and further afield, through a
survey of the collections of James J. Hill of St. Paul, Minnesota and William Thompson
Walters of Baltimore, the goal is to establish that his collection was equal to others of the
time, and to point out that the same number of paintings collected by Walters formed the
nucleus of an important art institution, thé Walters Art Gallery.

Chapter IX considers the dispersal of Strathcona's collection. While public
portraiture, monuments, and buildings named after Strathcona memorialize him, it does
not appear that he, or other Montreal art collectors were attempting to establish personal
memorials. They did not donate their private collections en masse to the Art Association
of Montreal in their wills, nor did they provide endowments for their homes to be
maintained as museums of art. It seems rather that they considered their art collections as
part of their accoutrements as gentlemen and as property to be inherited by their families.
In this they differed from a good number of private collectors in Britain and the United
States who intended their private collections to be available to the public and to serve as
memorials.*® While they lived, however, their art was exhibited at the AAM and sent to
other institutions in New York and London to project their own and Canada's prestige.*’

Finally, in my "Conclusions” I show how an art collection and its reception can

shed light on the motives to define cultural idealism within a developing social space. A

% John Soane in London and Isabella Stewart Gardner in Boston are examples of collectors who formed
their collections, as well as the homes that housed these, as personal memorials.

7 Janet Brooke, Discerning Tastes, Montreal Collectors 1880-1920 (Montreal 1989); Collectors Files,
Montreal Museum of Fine Art Archives; Strathcona Fonds MG29-A5 , Sir William Van Horne Fonds,
MG29-A60, National Archives of Canada, passim,
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consideration of how culture continues to be manipulated by power fields has also been
generated by my readings of Carol Duncan and Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, whose
scholarship implicates the museum in shaping culture. With respect to the activity of the
Art Association of Montreal, and later the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts in the dispersal
of the Strathcona collection, one of my objectives is to establish that surveillance and
protection of our visual art heritage must be stringent. We are all shaped by the past.
Understanding each facet of it contributes to the archive of knowledge.

With the re-installed permanent collection on the fourth floor of the MMFA in
December 2002, Strathcona's status as a collector inspired by humanism is perceivable to
those who know what signs to find. Eight of the paintings on display are from
Strathcona's collection. In Chapter VII, I demonstrate how Strathcona mapped humanism
onto the colony of Canada by his choices that moved away from the spiritual world to
paintings where humans and the human environment were the subject of art, stretching
back to Pythagoras's idea that "man is the measure of all things." Then as now, the
content of the paintings can be recognized by those initiated to the iconology. The new
installation demonstrates a re-evaluation of Strathcona's position in the hierarchy of our
collective memory. Structuration theory insists that events occur within a locale. One can
note that this re-evaluation was imposed by a museum director and chief curator from
France, in collaboration with an American associate curator, perhaps indicating that the
reassessment of Strathcona's choices and the cultural endorsement it represents continue
to be dependent on affirmation from elsewhere. The works shown in the reinstalled

MMFA permanent galleries also demonstrate that an imperialist agenda is operative in



the humanist signs everywhere apparent, since European art is privileged in the

installation.
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CHAPTER1
BIOGRAPHY

Review of the Biographical Literature

The rational discourse in Lord Strathcona, A Biography of Donald Alexander
Smith by Donna McDonald affirms the reputation of an empire builder as championed by
McDonald, a Canadian ex-patriot living in Great Britain where "the colonial” still has a
ring of the alien and the rustic. An annalistic strategy places McDonald's text closer to a
documentary than to a drama. Events are recorded in chronological order, packed with
minutiae such as the reference to Strathcona's 1897 proposal to use the maple leaf as an
insignia for the Canadian flag.! Her approach is also feminist since she looks carefully at
Strathcona's relationship to his Canadian-born, partly Cree wife, Isabella Hardisty, and-
how he honoured her in the face of racist society, never placing her in the background of
his high profile political and social life. McDonald, and others, substantiate the
importancc instilled by Strathcona's mother concerning the deportment of gentlewomen,
an aspect of Strathcona's perception important to his later chivalry. McDonald's feminist
perspective is also influenced by postcolonial theory. For instance, she documents the
attitudes of Sir George Simpson as well as that of John Stuart, Strathcona's uncle,
respectively governor and officer of the Hudson's Bay Company (HBC), who deserted
their ébon’ginal wives and children, to illustrate how Strathcona was different. Simpson
shocked even the fur traders wheﬁ he "callously turned his back" on his "country wife,"
the term employed to refer to cohabitation of European men and indigenous women.

McDonald recounts Governor Simpson's attitude:

! Donna McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography of Donald Alexander Smith (Toronto 1996), 411.
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The "commodity," as he referred to Margaret, was superfluous as far as he was
concerned, and Stuart was instructed to marry her off to someone else. He had
abandoned other "bits of brown," as he contemptuously called the Indian and half-
breed women for whom he saw no purpose beyond sexual gratification, but it was
generally supposed that the relationship with Margaret was more substantial.’

John Stuart left his country wife in Canada as well, and made no provision for his
children of this union, a circumstance Barbara Stuart Smith, Strathcona's mother, sought
to redress.’

McDonald's comprehensive, well-researched biography is the latest to capture
nuances of Strathcona's character. It provides insightful details concerning what may be
all aspects of his life. The extensive bibliography includes references to unpublished
sources useful for primary research with parameters different from her own. The art
collection her subject amassed is considered in less than two pages, pointing to the need
for a sustained art historical study. The author includes a brief mention of Strathcona's
Japanese collection, as well as an opinion concerning disposal of his art collection.*
While McDonald's editors did not think it useful to include an appendix of key dates for
ease of reference, 1 addrgss this omission in my Appendix I.

Admitting to "admiring the career" of Lord Strathcona, Beckles Willson, a
Canadian writer and journalist, wrote his biography, Lord Strathcona, The Story of His

Life in 1902, even in the face of Strathcona's "unconquerable modesty and his well-

2 McDonald discusses the falling-out between Strathcona's uncle John Stuart, and Governor George
Simpson, in Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 31-32.

? McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 70.

* Lord Strathcona made no provision for his art collection in his will. McDonald expresses the opinion,
drawn from a statement by R.B. Angus, that Strathcona had some trouble with fakes early on, discouraging
him from a further blunder in providing funds for the protection of his collection, which would throw doubt
on his judgement, in Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 352.
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"® Willson was commenting ironically, since this first

known aversion to publicity.
bidgraphy was written without Strathcona's co-operation. Coloured by the style of his
nineteenth-century prose, Willson's writing is both powerful and moving. He conveys his
protagonist from humble beginnings in the Scottish lowlands, through the glory of
empire, returning him as Canada's "Grand Old Man" to the seat of civilization as Lord
Rector of Aberdeen University. Lord Strathcona's art collection is mentioned in one
paragraph of the 247-page text. In chapter one of his account, Willson links Strathcona's
biography to the literature of Charles Dickens and Shakespeare.® By including references
to English literature, Willson implies what Will Straw terms a "national imaginary." In
discussion with Marwan Hassan on the role of language and literature to the "nationalist
imaginary," Straw proposes that a "common circumscribed cultural heritage" may be
produced through "a sense of linguistic cohesion which is an important foundation of
nationhood...a means by which diasporic populations forge a sense of collective identity

"7 This sense of trying to "forge a national imaginary" based

across national boundaries.
on Scottish heritage is important, since it gave impetus to Willson's second biography
sanctioned by Strathcona as a counter-measure to a slanderous book written by his
political enemy, W.T.R. Preston. Willson's 1915 biography The Life of Lord Strathcona
and Mount Royal, is an ambitious undertaking of 632 pages. In this expanded biography

Willson benefited from letters and other correspondence accessible to him.? He also

3 Beckles Willson, Lord Strathcona, The Story of His Life (London 1902), unpaginated preface.
® Willson, Lord Strathcona, The Story, 1-15.

7 Will Straw, "On and Around the Raft: An Interview with Marwan Hassan," in The Raft of the Medusa,
Five Voices on Colonies, Nations and Histories. (Montreal, New York, London 1993), 92.

¥ Willson's papers and correspondence related to Lord Strathcona are at the National Archives, Ottawa.
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interviewed Strathcona's family members and others who knew Strathcona, including
Prime Ministers Laurier, Tupper and Borden, as well as Strathcona's friend Sir William
Cornelius Van Horne, who exercised editorial control.’ Willson's biographies read like
fictive accounts of the incredible life of Strathcona and the history of the Canadian
nation. Certainly, Willson positions Lord Strathcona as a linchpin of the British Empire,
by including the eulogizing text of British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain (1836-
1914), whose duty was to promote imperialism. At Lord Strathcona's funeral in
Westminster Abbey in 1914 Chamberlain explained how Strathcona fit into the imperial
model:
He was a splendid illustration of the opportunities which the British Empire
affords to its sons, and of the use the best of them can make of these
opportunities. With no advantages of birth or fortune, he made himself one of the
great outstanding figures of the Empire. He made a great fortune, but what was
more, he used it nobly, not for himself, but for his country and his Empire. He
did more than make a fortune. He helped to make a great nation, the greatest
of our sister nations over the seas, and to encourage in that nation a larger
patriotism which, abating not one jot of its own local spirit can yet impress the
Empire as a whole, can think Imperial and place Imperial interests before any
local interests..."°
While Willson's 1915 biography contains sixteen full-page photogravures, it does
not mention Strathcona's art collection at all. However, Strathcona's personal motto was
"In the van." According to Willson, Strathcona "heartily sympathized with Mr.

Chamberlain's idea that our Empire should become more conscious of itself."!! It is this

self-consciousness alluded to by Willson that provides a way into the study of

® Willson credits Van Horne with his "council” in the Preface to The Life of Lord Strathcona.
Correspondence between Willson and Van Horne throughout 1914 confirm Van Horne's involvement in the
biography, found in Sir William Van Horne fonds, microfilm M-7493 and M-7494, National Archives of
Canada.

1 Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal, 586.

' Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal, 586.
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Strathcona's art collecting activities. One aspect of Strathcona's motivation was that he
saw it as his moral duty to contribute to forming culture in the young nation of Canada.'
In W.T.R. Preston's book of 1914, The Life and Times of Lord Strathcona, the
discourse is one of knowledge and power. As a long-time Liberal supporter, Preston's
1899 appointment to London to head an Immigration Office for Canada was authorized
by Sir Clifford Sifton, Minister of Immigration under Prime Minister Laurier. Conflict
resulted because Strathcona took offence when Preston trespassed on the jurisdiction of
the office of High Commissioner, established under the former Conservative government.
Preston's intrusions created an acrimonious relationship that eventually cost him his
position.13 Preston cloaks his subject in a pall of evil, charging that Strathcona was
central to every political crisis in the Dominion of Canada during the years 1870-1910,
because he was the most influential force in "the defeat and victory of political parties

since Confederation.""

According to Preston, Strathcona "moulded the tone and
character of the political life of the country as well as its Parliamentary legislation.""> To
Preston, "the most important figure in the public life of Canada since 1870, although not
always in the public eye, has undoubtedly been Lord Strathcona."'® The text is rife with

insinuation and innuendo, when it is not defamatory. Irony is also employed, as when

121 address his ethics in another part of this thesis, drawing from Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the
Spirit of Capitalism (London 1930/1992) and from his own addresses as president of the Art Association of
Montreal.

13 Alexander Reford, "Smith, Donald Alexander, 1st Baron Strathcona and Mount Royal," Dictionary of
Canadian Biography,Vol. XIV, 1911-1920 (Toronto, Buffalo, London), 945.

' W.T.R. Preston, The Life and Times of Lord Strathcona (London 1914), 13.
15 Prestbn, The Life and Times, 13.

18 Preston, The Life and Times, 13.



30

Preston connects the warmth shown to Strathcona during a 1909 reception in Winnipeg to
that city's request to Strathcona to donate one million dollars for the Selkirk Centennial
Exhibition which was intended to be an international exhibition of the caliber of Queen
Victoria's Golden and Diamond jubilee celebrations.'” Preston's intention was most
certainly to demean the High Commissioner in passages such as the following:

Perhaps it had begun to dawn on Lord Strathcona's mind that the welcome given

to him had some connection with the request for a million dollars. It is quite true

that behind the scenes there had been warm discussions as to how much the

"Grand Old Man" could be induced to "cough up."'®

Analyzing Strathcona's rise to power by determining how he became wealthy,
Preston is insightful. First, Strathcona gained the confidence of his fellow officers in the
Hudson's Bay Company, had their pay changed from yearly to monthly, invested their
monthly cheques, paid them three per cent annually, and retained for himself the balance
of the interest of between four and five per cent. In this way he gained influence in
banking circles.'” He soon invested his and his associates' money in the Bank of
Montreal, and eventually became the largest shareholder. In due course, he was appointed
a director, and thereafter served as president for two terms.”’ His appointment as resident
governor of the Hudson's Bay Company in 1869 gave him control of an area "from

Hudson Bay to the foothills of the Rocky Mountains -- an area greater than France,

Germany, Austria, Hungary, Scandinavia, Holland and Belgium combined."?

" McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 472.
18 Preston, The Life and Times, 285.

19 Preston, The Life and Times, 19.

0 Preston, The Life and Times, 20.

2! preston, The Life and Times, 21.
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Scenarios are presented to cast his enemy in a jaundiced light as a grasping,
greedy, and even foolish man. Preston's antagonistic rhetoric dispels any pretence of
objectivity. Moreover, Preston's arguments concerning Strathcona's conspiratorial
relationship to Louis Riel are convoluted. Preston implies that Europeans, including
Strathcona, duped the natives of the notes promising them land once it was surveyed.?
Preston also points out that when the Hudson's Bay Company land was sold to the newly
formed Canada, shares plummeted in London. According to Preston, these stocks were
bought up by Strathcona, then resident governor of the Hudson's Bay Company, for
between £9 to £12 per share, effectively giving him control of the company. Thereafter,
the Hudson's Bay Company shares rose to £130 on the London Stock Exchange by
1911.2 Being principal shareholder allowed Strathcona to assume control of the top post,
as the London Governor of the Hudson's Bay Company, from 1889 until his death in
1914.

Strathcona's non-support of John A. MacDonald following corruption charges
levied by the Liberal opposition against the Conservative Party in the wake of the
election of 1872 resulted in the subsequent defeat of the Conservative Party. By his non-
confidence motion to defeat the Conservative government, Strathcona intended, Preston
argues, to scuttle Sir Hugh Allen's charter to build a transcontinental railway. Strathcona
then waited in the wings to build the railway at a later date himself. Thf; syndicate that

Strathcona formed for this purpose smoothed the way to a railway deal with the

%2 Preston, The Life and Times, 55-56. According to Donna McDonald in Lord Strathcona, A Biography,
329-348, Strathcona put an end to this practice that took place under his Hudson's Bay Company successor
in Red River.

2 Ppreston, The Life and Times, 38-39. McDonald explained that Strathcona did not, in fact, secure
controlling interest of the HBC until 1883, and after he did so, corrupt practices ended, in Lord Strathcona,
A Biography, 337-338.
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Dominion government by way of financial contributions to the Conservatives.** These
charges are thought provoking. However, since Preston believed Strathcona's syndicate
provided monies to savage his own political career,25 his book cannot be considered a
strictly critical inquiry, since the tone is of a tirade in which facts are not weighed fairly.26
There is, however, a grudging admiration on the part of Preston, for the sheer power of
his opponent. While implying that he had set the record straight, people at the time
realized that Preston's attack was scurrilous, intended to ruin the reputation of all the
prominent Conservatives since Confederation.”” Sworn testimonials in Strathcona's
private papers prove that Preston left a copy of his unpublished manuscript with
Strathcona's secretary,28 leading to my speculation that Preston expected to be bribed not
to publish it. This may have been a trap, but Strathcona chose not to step into it.
Significantly, Preston was the only non-Scot to write a biography of Stfathcona, an aspect
commented upon in the press of the time.

John MacNaughton's book Lord Strathcona, published in 1927, employs a

combination of florid hyperbole and balanced exposition, perhaps because the book has

two voices, that of the author and that of his editor (the book was published several years

% Preston, The Life and Times, 60-90.
% Preston, The Life and Times, 76-77.

% An account in The Toronto Daily News, 3 December 1914, p. 11, by J.S. Willison who disclaims owning
any CPR stock or having any financial relations with the CPR, decided to set the record straight in the
interests of historical accuracy and political fair dealing. According to him, the government petitioned
Strathcona’s group to build the CPR (no doubt based on their successful experience with James J. Hill's
railway).

?7 John MacNaughton points out that Preston was a Liberal party organizer, and also not a Scot, in Lord
Strathcona (London 1927), 346-347.

28 Strathcona Papers, MG29-A5, National Archives of Canada.
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after MacNaughton wrote it). Interested in the psyche of the man who had arrived from a
great distance to assume a place over time in the corridors of imperial power, this author
purports to relate history from the privileged position of an insider. MacNaughton, a
history professor at Queen's University, knew Strathcona during the years when
Strathcona served as Chancellor of McGill University. MacNaughton deduced that once
Lord Strathcona "seized the idea of Empire he never despaired of its realization, any
more than he had despaired of the Canada that was to be..." Actually Canada was
united by means of imperialist violence with materialistic motives. Not surprisingly,
MacNaughton's perspective is not nationalistic; it is class-based. He appears to enjoy the
moments of his subject’s rapture and seems to identify with this as a privileged, white,
male member of an educated oligarchy that celebrated the rise of the Anglo-Saxon
mercantile class. Specifically, MacNaughton lauded the accomplishments of a fellow
bourgeois Scotsman, the economically dominant ethnicity and class in Montreal in the
second half of the nineteenth century.

This author's account reads like a film script where the opening scene depicts
Lord Strathcona presiding as Chancellor of Aberdeen University, in the presence of the
King of England who fondly calls him, "Uncle Donald."*® On this occasion, Strathcona,
partial to grand gesture, built a hall expressly to accommodate 2,500 people for a dinner
party in Aberdeen, Scotland in 1906.%' Thus MacN aughton's account begins with Lord
Strathcona positioned as a royal peer, and then proceeds by means of flashbacks to detail

his subject's arrival at these princely portals.

» MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 325.

% MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 5.
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In accord with other biographers, McNaughton writes that Strathcona's father,
Alexander Smith, was a tradesman with a disposition to drink. He suggests that
Strathcona learned his manners and values from his mother, Barbara Stuart, whose
brothers were important figures in the Northwest fur trade. In 1838, prior to his departure
for Canada, Strathcona spent time with one of these uncles, John Stuart in London. By
emulating Stuart, the young Donald Srﬁith refined his courtly dignity and kindly manner,
hallmarks of his personal style.

While MacNaughton does not refer to Freud, this author analyzes psychological
motivations for some of Strathcona's philanthropic activities. He mentions, for example,
that Strathcona had wanted to be a doctor. However, there was no money for him to
attend university after his parents supported his older brother John's medical education.
Stationed in India, John subsequently died of recurring malaria. MacNaughton attributes
Strathcona's motivation for endowing the Royal Victoria Hospital and the McGill
Medical School to interest in memorializing his brother's memory.** In a similar vein,
Strathcona's endowment to Victoria College for women at McGill and his commission of
the 1895 sculpture of Queen Victoria by Princess Louise, the Duchess of Argyle, was,
MacNaughton speculates, to memorialize his sister Margaret who died in 1841 of
smallpox when Strathcona was twenty-one.>® In other words, MacNaughton considers

Freudian themes of desire and nostalgia.>* While this author does not discuss Lord

3 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 7.
2 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 18.
¥ MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 17.

** For a discussion on how various authors approach a psychoanalytic motivation to collecting, see Ting
Chang, "Models of Collecting," The Oxford Art Journal, 19:2 (1996), 95-97.
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Strathcona's interest in art at all, his attribution of Strathcona's philanthropy to nostalgia
for his sister points to mourning and memorializing as one reason for some of his choices
of paintings of little girls and women.

MacNaughton's gift for characterization allows that Strathcona was autocratic,
secretive, indirect, and had a long memory —to reward those who aided him, and to
punish those who stood in his way.?> Most importantly, MacNaughton recognized that
Strathcona was "‘Canada in a swallow-tail coat' -- a stately figure worthily embodying in
his own visible person the history and aspirations of the Dominion which in consequence
he represented as it is never likely to be represented again."*® So dedicated to Canada and
his work for the Empire was he that he made his hundredth voyage across the Atlantic,
from London to Montreal, then across Canada to Vancouver, a distance of two thousand
miles, at the age of ninety-three, partly by a horse-drawn coach.’” As McNaughton
astutely proclaims:

...none was ever quite so much of a representative man...The popular

imagination makes no mistakes in that use of its eyes by which it picks out the

figures canonized by it and handed down with a halo on their brows...That old
man was Canada...The whole history of our country, from the mink trap and
birch-bark canoe down to the grain elevator and the ocean-liner, lived and
breathed and moved and walked about visibly under the tall grey beaver hat.*

Strathcona had been an impoverished clerk counting odourous pelts of small, fur-bearing

animals, and eventually became so rich, that teams of others counted his money. Oone of

 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 376, 377. MacNaughton's source may have been an article by J.S.
Willison, The Toronto Daily News, 3 December, 1914, 11.

3 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 336.
3 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 340 and McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 490.

38 MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 378.
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the greatest philanthropists of his age, it is through his interest in art, however, that new
light may be cast on his character and aspirations.

Finall‘y, a 1989 exhibition and the accompanying catalogue, Discerning Tastes,
Montreal Collectors 1880-1920 presents the opportunity to consider modern European
paintings in the collections of seven Montreal collectors. Biographical details of artists
and collectors are provided, along with a useful provenance of the works, some lost,
some in the exhibition, but many no longer in the collection of the Montreal Museum of
Fine Arts. The summary provided in this catalogue of Lord Strathcona and his collection
is approximately six hundred words, augmented by catalogue entries organized under the
names of the artists in the exhibition. Sources are carefully detailed in this scholarly
work by Janet M. Brooke, which provides valuable signposts for further research.
Brooke suggests:

While there has never been any doubt that until World War I, the most significant

collections of European art in Canada were formed for the most part in Montreal,

their history, how and why they were formed, and how they compared in quality
to their counterparts elsewhere in North American and in Europe remain to be
fully explored.”

The Biography of Lord Strathcona

Donald A. Smith, Lord Strathcona (1820-1914), was a nineteenth-century empirc;
builder with a lasting bond to Montreal where he formed an art collection that was part of
his imperialistic intent. Born one year after Queen Victoria, he left his Scottish homelénd
for the British colony of Upper Canada in 1838, the year following Queen Victoria's

coronation. Strathcona's hometown was Forres, site of Shakespeare's MacBeth. Charles

% Janet M. Brooke, Discerning Tastes, Montreal Collectors 1880-1920, The Montreal Museum of Fine
Arts, 1989, 12.
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Dickens in Nicholas Nickleby immortalized Strathcona's uncles, the Grants of
Manchester, as the "Cheeryble brothers".* His mother, Barbara Stuart, and his father,
Alexander Smith, were of clan Grant,*' of the district of Strathspey. The war cry of clan
Grant, "Stand fast Craigellachie,"* was a phrase that resonated in 1885, when Strathcona
drove the last spike into the railway tracks at Craigellachie, British Columbia,
ceremonializing the completion of the nation-spanning railroad and a united Canada
(Nus. 6).

During the years Strathcona formed his art collection, he was involved with The
Art Association of Montreal (AAM) from 1882-1893. Incorporated in 1860, the AAM
stemmed from the Montreal Society of Artists, organized in 1847. By 1939, the AAM
had evolved into the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts (MMFA).*? Exhibitions were
organized by the AAM in various Montreal sites. It opened its first gallery, under the
auspices of Lord Lorne, in 1879, on land donated by Beniah Gibb in Phillips Square.*
The first mention of the "Hon. D. A. Smith" in conjunction with the AAM may be in the
Annual Report of the Art Association of Montreal 1882, where he is cited as a "Life
Member," having duly qualified by donating $100 to the AAM in 1891. In the annual

report of 1884 he is listed as a member of the "Finance and Building Committee" and the

“ This is elaborated by Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona, 14. Dickens visited Montreal in 1842 where
he had a two-week speaking engagement at Molson's Theatre Royal, according to Mackay in The Square
Mile, 37.

“! McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 13.

“2 Willson, The Life of Lord Stathcona and Mount Royal, 4.

* Dennis Reid, A Concise History of Canadian Painting, Second Edition (Toronto 1988), 34.

4 Gibb also provided the museum with an $8,000 bequest and its first collections of pictures and bronzes,

as explained by Evan H. Turner, "Introduction,” The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, collections catalogue,
1960, unpaginated. Phillips Square fronts on St. Catherine Street between Union and University avenues.
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"Education and Instruction Committee" and as a "Councilor" for a two-year term,
beginning in 1885. In the annual report of 1889, Sir Donald A. Smith was appointed to
the rank of "Governor" for donating $1,000 to the building fund. At the Annual General
Meeting of 1890, R. B. Angus presided as chair, and Sir Donald A. Smith was elected to
the Presidency for the term beginning 1891. In the annual report for 1891, the name of
Smith's friend, William Van Horn appears for the first time as a "Councilor." In 1892,
Smith donated $5,000 to the building fund, raising his status to that of "Benefactor." In
the 1893 annual report, Smith's name tops the list of "subscriptions to the endowment
fund" at $6,000. That year the society completed a "new building, containing a fine
gallery available for special exhibitions, commodious rooms for the Antique and Life
Classes, and bright, cheerful Library and Reading Room." This edifice was described as
a "new wing topped with twin cupolas," which "doubled the building's gallery space™
(Illus. 3). Its inauguration was presided over by Smith and the Governor General of
Canada, the Earl of Aberdeen, together wiﬂm the Countess of Aberdeen.*® In 1893, Smith
retired as president; Van Horne is recorded as being elected to the position of vice-
president. Smith was thanked for "the signal services" rendered "to the Association and
the cause of art during his term of office."*’ That Van Horne, who collected J apanese and
Chinese art, should join the board the very year Strathcona was elected president surely
has significance. It not only indicates a social link between the two men, who had been
business associates for years, but allows for the speculation that Smith may have

followed Van Horne's example in his art collecting activities, since Van Horne had

> Héléne Lamarche, Looking at the Collections of the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, (Montreal 1992), 21.

“ Art Association of Montreal, Annual Report, 1893, 4.



39

greater experience. Strathcona and Van Horne, who collected paintings by several of the
same artists, were unique in their circle for collecting Japanese and Chinese art.

It is useful to place Donald A. Smith, Lord Strathcona, in his place at the apex of
Empire.*® For it was colonial imperialism, invested in by a British society espousing
middle-class, Victorian values of hard work, material acquisition, and social climbing
that determined the course of his life's aspirations and accomplishments. Eric Hobsbawm
has termed the years 1875 to 1914 "The Age of Empire" as well as being "a new type of
empire, the colonial."*® Strathcona's life clearly demonstrates the British Imperialist
policy of dispersing its agents to all areas of the empire to create wealth fot Great Britain.
These agents were to be from the British aristocracy or to be raised to this class to give
them authority. Donald A. Smith set his life's course when he followed in the footsteps of
other Scotsmen, some of whom were his relatives. His famous uncle John Stuart was
with the explorer Simon Fraser when his party traveled overland to the Pacific in 1808.
Stuart was thus amongst the first Europeans to reach Canada's Pacific coast by an
" overland route.*® John Stuart became the Lesser Slave Lake Chief Factor of the Hudson's
Bay Company after it amalgamated with the North West Company. It was this same

John Stuart who provided a letter of introduction for his nephew directed to Governor

7 Art Association of Montreal Annual Report, 1893, 26.

“8 Lord Strathcona lived in Canada for fifty-eight years, (1838 to 1896), and helped to formulate it as a
nation. As Canada's High Commissioner to London, he had a different position than the Governors
General, who were appointees from Great Britain and were not long-term residents of Canada. I place him
at the apex of Empire, since he served the imperial cause as an appointee from the colony of Canada. He
had helped to build the British Empire. He was in London not only as emissary to Canada, but as a peer in
the House of Lords, a position he had earned through his contributions to the Empire.

*® Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (London 1987/1997), 56,57.

%® Beckles Willson, Lord Strathcona: The Story of His Life (London 1902), 9.
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George Simpson of the HBC in Canada.’® Another relative, Cuthbert Grant, a Nor ‘west
fur trader, led his Métis allies in a shoot-out in 1816 which ended in the death of twenty-
one men from Lord Selkirks highland colony on the Red River, in what is now
Manitoba.’? (Métis and First Nations fur trader hostility to the settlers was due to their
Justified fear that settlement would ruin their livelihood of fur trading and buffalo
hunting.)*?

Three weeks after arriving in Canada, and with no better opportunities to tempt
him, Smith began work as a minor clerk in the company warehouse at Lachine, Quebec.
The formality of Smith's manner and his reserve were sometimes resented as "airs." In
Beckles Willson's tale, gleaned from a letter of one of Smith's fellow apprentices, events
following Smith's arrival in 1838 are described:

Mrs. Simpson, who always took a friendly interest in the ‘indentured young

gentlemen,' as they were called, was attracted by the simplicity and gentle address

of the newcomer's manners. She invited him to tea; she occasionally commanded
his escort on boating excursions. Once, after the Governor had returned after an
absence at Red River, we heard that there had been a scene, and that in

consequence young Smith, although innocent of any offence but that of obliging a

lady, was in disgrace, one gentleman averring that he had heard the Governor, in a

highly pitched treble, declare that he was not going to endure any ‘upstart, quill-
driving apprentices dangling about a parlour reserved to the nobility and gentry.>*

5! John Stuart also provided Donald Smith with a second letter to Alexander Stewart of Boucherville, "the
oldest and most valued” of John Stuart's "North-West friends," asking him to try to place Donald in some
better situation than that of the Hudson's Bay Comapny, cited by Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona and
Mount Royal, 27.

%2 Desmond Morton, A Short History of Canada (Toronto 1997), 78.
% 1t was Donald A. Smith, HBC chief commissioner in Montreal and a special commissioner for the
Dominion government, who was most instrumental in quenching the fires of rebellion in Red River in

1870, thus saving the lives of settlers and other inhabitants.

4 Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal, 50.



41

Considered an upstart by Governor Simpson, because of the effect of his genteel bearing
and manner of speaking, the eighteen-year old Smith was sent by Simpson to Tadousac,
three hundred miles north of Montreal, where he endured his first Canadian winter.
Smith worked for seven years in the neighborhood of the Saguenay River, whose
solitude is said to have impacted his character. When looking at Bocklington's The
Island of Death, in a London gallery fifty years later, he commented that it looked like
the Saguenay, except the trees were different.” (Arguably, the experience of living for
thirty years in isolated fur trading posts had an effect on the type of stark, unpeopled
landscape paintings he later collected). In 1843, Smith was posted to Mingan, at the
mouth of the St. Lawrence River. The nature of the fur trade, and perhaps Simpson's
malice, assured that Smith continued northward. Willson repeats the story that when the
autocratic governor ignored Smith's letters requesting permission to leave his post to seek
medical attention for snow blindness, Smith decided to proceed to Lachine in any case,
since he had been warned by a native that he might go blind. (This anxiety over his
eyesight may have been a faétor in the primacy he gave to visual art in later years).
Simpson decided Smith and his eyesight were expendable. After a cursory examination,
and irritated that Smith had left his post, Simpson immediately banished him to Labrador
on foot, through snowdrifts in bitterly cold winter. Along the way, one of his Indian
guides died of starvation and exposure, and Smith and the second guide arrived near
death at Mingan, where Smith recuperated until spring. He spent twenty-five years in
Labrador, described by Willson as "the bleakest corner of the earth," where winters were

eight months long and temperatures stayed at —50 degrees Fahrenheit. Several times he

% Cited by Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona, and Mount Royal, 54, from R. M. Ballantyne. Hudson's
Bay, date, page not provided.
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traversed the two thousand miles by foot and sled to and from Montreal and his various
Labrador posts.56 To give an idea of the conditions, one HBC factor described his party's
exploratory foray by dog sled in winter along Labrador's coast as exceedingly dangerous,
hampered by ice and treacherously strong currents. The interior was "dreary and sterile"
without vegetation, except for lichen and sparse willows.”” Smith's days were consumed
by suggesting and implementing efficient improvements which increased HBC profits.
In addition to a certain amount of office work, he traded beads and provisions for furs.
After thirteen years in Labrador, he was promoted to Chief Trader (1852-61). In another
ten years, he was made Chief Factor (1862-69). In 1868, when he was forty-eight, and
after thirty years of employment with the Hudson's Bay Company, he was posted to
Lachine, near Montreal, and from 1871-73 he was a chief commissioner of the HBC
Company, with control over Labrador and of Rupert's Land.*®

The fur trader from Labrador, who spent his free time reading or writing long
letters to his mother on "imperial stationery," was known for his farm and garden where
he grew flowers and sufficient vegetables to feed the settlement.> He strove to create
European comfort in various remote trading posts, an effort repeated in his attempts to
make his environment sensually pleasing for himself and others in his Montreal home.

Politeness and respect for the dignity of others proved helpful in negotiating with those

% Willson, Lord Strathcona, The Story of His Life, 26-27.
57 Willson, Lord Strathcona, The Story of His Life, 23.

%8 Rupert's Land was granted to the Hudson's Bay Company by British royal charter in 1670, taking no
account of the indigenous people already living there. It contained all of Manitoba, Alberta, Saskatchewan,
much of the Northwest Territories, and a large portion of northern Ontario and northern Quebec.

% Charles Haddock, later dean of the Smithsonian Institute, Washington, visited the HBC post at Labrador
and was purportedly impressed at the seven acres under cultivation, much of it under glass, in Willson, The
Life of Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal, 90.



43

1.%° In a well-known painting in the National Gallery of Canada

who had furs to sel
entitled Donald Smith and the Indians, 1860, William Hind depicts Smith wearing a red
flannel shirt, homespun trousers, a fur hat and moccasins (Illus. 4) indicating he dressed
for his environment. Juxtaposed with later photographs and paintings of Strathcona, the
semiotics of his appearance illustrate his adaptation to urban society. Assuredly, Smith
moved swiftly to improve his social position in the colonial empire. Rather than living in
Lachine, he took up residence in Montreal's "Golden Square Mile," occupied mainly by
wealthy Scots who controlled the industrial and political life of Canada. While in
Labrador he had been building financial capital. During the thirty years that he had
worked in remote posts, he had taken care of his investments. Certainly, in Montreal he
was quick to form partnerships with established Montreal entrepreneurs with names such
as Stephen, Redpath and Alan.%! Investments included manufacturing, American
railroads, mining, steamships, and secondary industries.®* In essence, by the time he
arrived in Montreal he was already a wealthy man. Once there, he grew wealthier
quickly.

Economic representations were a determinant of social hierarchy in the Victorian
Age; a show of abundance proclaimed power. Commodity culture as it interfaced with
Empire began with the Great Exhibition of the Crystal Palace in 1851. By the time of

Queen Victoria's Jubilee in 1887 (one year after Sir Donald A. Smith was knighted),

® Willson's story of Smith's acquisition of rare fox pelts from the trader Dugas shows that he was
successful because he was not grasping but extremely patient and respectful, in The Life of Strathcona and
Mount Royal, 56-59.

¢! Montreal nineteenth-century capitalists and their enterprises are discussed in Donald MacKay,
The Square Mile. Merchant Princes of Montreal (Vancouver, Toronto 1987).

2 McDonald, Lord Strathcona; see Index, 598, for an account of Lord Strathcona's investments.



capitalism as spectacle had cemented its hold economically and semiotically. Victoria,
dressed in severe black mourning clothes for twenty-six years after her husband Albert's
death, was made into an icon of reverence for God, the past, and duty. She also stood as
a symbol of one who possesses wealth, status, longevity, mastery and things. These
things represented middle class aspirations for luxury goods, upward mobility and social
significance.’® In photographs Lord Strathcona looks like a biblical Moses with his white
beard and sober garb (Illus. 5). He became the Empire's Colonial Albert,** also attired in
black mourning clothes, restored to life, and surrounded with luxury goods reflecting his
imperial status as newly-risen consort, a commemoration of the privilege empire could
bestow. Roland Barthes writes:

Ultimately, one might say that the object of structuralism is not man endowed

with meanings but man fabricating meanings, as if it could not be the content

of meanings which exhausted the semantic goals of humanity, but only the act by

which these meanings, historical and contingent variables, are produced.65
If, as Barthes thought, structuralism seeks to link the ideological to the aesthetic,’® Lord
Strathcona's appearance, or formal structure, permits a certain meaning to be transmitted.
Lord Strathcona, thin, broad shouldered and more than six feet tall by a contemporary

account,®’” was " grave, dignified and deliberate" in his gait, his voice and in his manner of

speaking. The young Warden of Montreal's Victoria College describes his voice as

% These ideas were generated by reading Thomas Richards, The Commodity Culture of Victorian England,
Adbvertising and Spectacle 1851-1914 (Stanford, California 1990).

 Edward VII referred to Strathcona as "Uncle Donald.” John MacNaughton, Lord Strathcona, 5.

% Roland Barthes, Critical Essays (Evanston Illinois 1972), 218.

% Barthes, Critical Essays, 219.

%7 The Arctic explorer Vilhjalmur Stefannson, financially supported in his Canadian Arctic Expedition of

1914-1918 by funds from Strathcona, described his appearance in Keith Wilson, Donald Smith and the
Canadian Pacific Railway (Canada 1978), 73.
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a revelation of his personality; in an almost startling way it betrayed in an instant
the man. It was resonant, far-reaching, almost hard in the way every word and
every inflection was sent out to reach its purpose, every word conveyed a sense of
power behind it.%
Described as self-contained, watchful and prudent, he was uninterested in and
disapproving of personal talk, perhaps because he was often the target of gossip himself
with regard to his personal and political life. The circumstances of Strathcona's marriage
were that Isabella Hardisty, daughter and granddaughter of HBC officers, was married to
HBC clerk James Grant, in a ceremony solemnized by her father, a HBC officer
authorized to perform ceremonies in the Northwest, equivalent to a justice of the peace.
When Isabella subsequently changed her mind, preferring Strathcona, she left Grant. As
the only Hudson's Bay Company authority on site, Strathcona conducted a ceremony to
legitimize his own marriage to Isabella. In the same way as Isabella's father had been,
Strathcona, as senior HBC officer on site, was in charge of performing marriages in the
community where they lived. Persistent rumors surrounded their marriage, with the result
that the couple re-married in both Europe and in New York in later years. Victorian
salaciousness concerning relations between the British male diaspora and colonial women
were a sign of the age. Even Queen Victoria sniffed at the Strathcona's perceived
circumstances.*’ Perhaps this embarrassment fueled Strathcona's desire for gathering
wealth and ascending the social register. Conceivably, he wished to counteract the slight,

on all fronts, wherever and whenever it occurred to himself and to his wife over a period

of sixty-two years.

% Hurlbatt, in Willson, The Life of Lord Strathcona and Mount Royal, 591.

% McDonald, Lord Strathcona, A Biography, 424.
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His deméanor was that of a person who "had dwelt long in solitude."” In
photographic and painted portraits he has a patrician bearing, piercing gaze, unsmiling,
sober expression and somber, elegant attire. What can be signified in a person as a social
sign? Since the sign is an idea that operates in a field of signification, the signifiers here
are that he is strong featured (ergo strong willed), patriarchal (evoking Moses), and
nineteenth-century European (due to the full beard then in style, as well as the cut of his
suit). The photograph of the face is a simulacrum implying intellect, rationality,
constancy and certainly power. Such a face is that of a capitalist, confident of his
perceived right to hoard more wealth than could workers; thus, the formal structure of his
image permits meaning to be transmitted. He has chosen to wear these clothes rather
than a flannel shirt and a fur cap; his beard is neat and trimmedk.71 He has allowed
himself to be photographed in a time and place of his choosing. His appearance a