Canada’s Homeless Portrait Gallery

A historic collection falls victim to economic and intellectual uncertainty.

CHARLOTTE GRAY

OCKED IN A HIGH-TECH STORAGE

and laboratory facility in western

'Quebec, way beyond the sightlines
of Parliament Hill, is a most intriguing
collection. Inside Vault 34 at the Library
and Archives Canada Preservation Centre,
dozens of paintings are hung on rolling art
racks, about one foot apart. Between cold
cement walls, under brutal fluorescent
lighting, a helpful curator rolls them out for
the occasional visitor.

Eighteenth-century British soldiers rub
shoulders with 20th-century musiclans.

AMong with unsophisticated depictions
painted “in the style of* or *from the
school of” there are works by well-known
artists such as Sir Joshua Reynolds, Jerry
Grey and Frederick Varley. There are the
“Indian kings™: life-size images of four
North American Indian leaders who visited
the court of Queen Anne in 1710 and were
punwdlnmmonhldxﬁlbylln\hchl.

of Karsh prints
and negatives, in which heroic individuals loom out
of deep shadows.

Some of the subjects are recognizable, particu-
larly politicians such as Wilfrid Laurier and Pierre
Trudeau. Others are anonymous individuals or
groups caught by photographers on the beach at
Lake Winnipeg, or around a prairie grain table,
or at sewing machines. You don’t have to spend
much time examining the oils, watercolours, busts,
statues, photographs, engravings and prints to real-
ize that the motive underlining the core acquisi-
tions of this collection is not their aesthetic appeal
(although that is present) or even the fame of the
subject. It is all about history. This is a visual record
of men and women who have shaped and continue
to shape the history and culture of Canada.

The sprawling collection oliglnlltd in the

private papers and maps. But Doughty did not stop
at written material. He also scooped up flags and
trophies, posters and works of art.

‘The National Archives (which became Library
and Archives Canada, or LAC, in 2004, when the
National Archives and the National Library merged)
evolved a small program to look after portraits
amassed by Doughty and his successors, but the
collection did not have a clear identity until 2001,
when the Portrait Gallery of Canada was cre-
ated. Today, the portraits occupy storage space in
Gatineau, while the Portrait Gallery of Canada has a
dedicated website, a staff of 26 and half a floor in the
LAC building in downtown Ottawa. However, the

a cheeky smile. In Vault 34, an entire side
of one of those rolling partitions is occu-
pied by a 1904 full-length, Whistleresque
portrait by Wilhelm Heinrich Funk of Grace
Julia Lady Drummond, an imperious figure
in full-length satin gown, who was the
first president of the Montreal Council of
Women. And carefully placed on its back in
a specially constructed box is a Joe Fafard
sculpture of David Suzuki, Canada’s most
famous environmental scientist.

As a viewer, you lock eyes with the
subject and the questions begin. What did
Egheechololle think of the young naval
officer who asked him to pose? Why is the
young Nova Scotian so dressed up? Did
lady Drummond, a grande dame from
the Square Mile, support the suffrage
campaign? “People are always fascinated
by other individuals” comments Dr. Ruth
Phillips, professor of art history at Carleton
University and Canada Research Chair in

Modern Culture. “Portraits engage you."

‘The portrait collection comprises more than
20,000 works of art, 4 million photographs, 10,000
medallic and philatelic works, and several thou-
sand There is a
number of fine watercolours executed by the wives
of British officers and Hudson Bay factors. Until
recently, works by amateur artists in an unfashion-
able medium had little appeal for art collectors,
public or private. This meant they were within the
chronically stretched and utterly risible LAC acqui-
sition budget.

‘There are treasures here. Eva Major-Marothy,
the porlrau gallery’s senior curator in charge of

portrait coll

it is embedded in the rest of LAC's vast coll

and rescarch, says that the collec-

available only to researchers. The past seven years
have seen a prolonged and expensive effort to find a

appetite for h

of Arthur George Doughty, a dapper, gregari-
ous English immigrant who held the position of
Dominion Archivist from 1904 to 1935, Disturbed
at the neglect of Canada’s documentary heritage,
Doughty scoured salesrooms and importuned pri-
vate collectors for material to lodge in a national
archive. Doughty was a friend of Mackenzie King
(he may have introduced King to spiritualism), and
with King’s encouragement he acquired manu-
scripts, records,

of key documents in British and French archives,

Charlotte Gray is the author of seven best-selling
books of history and biography, and the winner of

display space for the collection. But the
culture-phobic Harper Conservatives never warmed
to the idea. First they distorted the process; then, last
month, they declared the whole project “on ice”

As artwork, the quality of the pieces runs from
exquisite to appalling. But as historical artifacts,
each item is part of a larger story—often several
larger stories. Here are the of George

tion very with other portrait
gallery collections” What makes it unique in the
portrait gallery world, she suggests, “is our focus
not just on the rich and famous but on men and
women from all walks of life who have contributed
and continue to contribute to building Canada” So
why will these treasures, which are public property,
remain locked away? The answer to that question is
part political, but also part existential—the whole
issue of why Canadians, and particularly Canadian

Back, the British naval officer who was part of the
second overland expedition to find the Northwest
Passage in 1825-26, On one small page, Back caught
the likeness of Egheechololle, a fur-clad Dogrib
Indian with a quizzical expression, The collec-
tion also includes an 1819 minlature of shy young
Demasduit, one of the last of the Beothuk people of

and a from the 1840s.

the Pierre Berton Award for Canadian
history. She is an adjunct research professor in his-
tory at Carleton University.

December 2008

of an anonymous young African-Canadian boy in
Nova Scotia, wearing a smartly buttoned jacket and

fight shy of large statements about
our culture and our history.

me THE POLITICS. IN 2001, THE LIBERAL
government of Jean Chrétien announced that
@ new portrait gallery of Canada would be estab-
lished, in which portraits from the LAC and other
collections would be showcased. The Chrétien pro-
posal was part of a larger federal effort to reinforce
a Canadian sense of identity—an increasing con-
cem as the country’s ethnic mix grew more diverse

3



and regional tensions more acute. The choice
of location was inspired: it would be installed in
the former American embassy, an elegant Beaux
Aw- bullding opposte Otawas Pece Tower
the building’s
was held, n budget allocaed, a prominent Britsh
architect—Edward Jones—chosen, plans were
v, the nsrior wis sripped, 11 milon was

ventional in its choice of what goes on the walls,

Conrad, who holds the Canada Research
Chair in Atantic Canada Studies at the University
of New Brunswick, wants to see a portrait gallery
built. But she points out that “the biggest pittalls
in a gallery purporting to deal with the ‘Canadian’

exper glor
ally. There is also the danger of trying not to offend.

speat .
hole for an addition, the Conservative amvmmenl
of Stephen Harper was elected. The new govern-
2 i cultural ini-

d

gallery . thought provoking”

"ONE OF THE ISSUES IN THE PORTRAIT GALLIRY
of Canada debate—centre versus regions,

almost immediately) or investment in the national
capital. Plans ground (0 a halt.

But the idea of a national portrait gallery has
international momentum. Portrait galleries else-
where attract thousands of visitors each year. In
2005, the National Portrait Gallery in London was
Britain’s tenth most popular tourist attraction: one.
and a half million people visited it. Washington's
National Portrait Gallery shares a glorious mid
19th-century Greek Revival building with the

July 2006, aft

¥ ques
tions emerged when the idea of a national portrait

more conventional (and quite unflattering) por-
traits of Sir Paul McCartney and Germaine Greer.
But one crucial distinction continues (o dif-
ferentiate the National Portrait Gallery in London
and the national portrait gallery in Canada. The
British believe in their history. The British gallory
was the creation of a confident people, polnts out
David Cannadine, “at the peak of their prosperity
and power, who possessed a deep desire 10 com-

national past” Since then Britain has evolved from

g mor
modest European state, but the NPG continues to
relish its role as an instiwtion that celebrates his

gallery was raised in the 18505 in the
parliament, Several British members of Parliament
protested that such an institution would cost 100
much, and only Londoners would visit it. Members
of the House of Lords worried about who would be
included. (However, their concem was the oppo

site of Jeff Spalding’s. A certain Lord

tory and
T contras, conterupocary Catad i a comtzy
that, although wealthy, stable and influential, is
middle power with a gnawing sense of insecurity.
We have never done much to celebrate its history,
for fear of keeping old schisms alive. Compulsory
in Canadian history have been

wanted 10 see only toffs on the walls, not “railiway
men, rich grocers, speculators and wealthy Regent

dropped from curricula in all provinces except
three. Academics, as historlan Jack Granatstein

Street tradesmen_”) There was the

2 $6 million restoration, nearly two million peo-
ple walked through its

doors. A new building
for Australia's National
Portrait Gallery will
open o great fanfare in
Canberra this month.
Why s Canada so reluc-
wnt to display its col-
lection?

In November 2007,

the Conservative government stated that it was not
reluctant: it wanted to take a different approach
that reflected its preference for the private sector
and decentralization. It announced a competition,
in which commercial developers in Canada's nine
largest cities could bid for the right to build a home
for the portrait collection by 2012. The deadline
for bids was last May; developers in three cities,
Calgary, Edmonton and Ottawa, are kiiown to have
‘made submissions.

‘Ihe competition enraged the proposed gallery's
supporters, who accused the government of selling
national treasures to the highest bidder and tip-
ping it toward the prime minister’s political base.
‘When James Moore, the new minister of Canadian
heritage, announced recently that the whole pro-
cess had been suspended because of the current
economic turmoil, there was a grim sense of relief
‘The idea behind the competition and the process
itself were badly flawed. Better o galery at al, at

ince all the
really good stuff might remain in ducal palaces.

Contemporary Canada, although wealthy, stable

and influential, has a gnawing sense of insecurity.

We have never done much to celebrate its history,
for fear of keeping old schisms alive.

But the British proposal had a powerful advo-
cate: the prime minister. Lord Palmerston grasped

up into micro slices of social o regional history.
Museums, federal and provincial, that explore the
past in various ways
are chronically under-
funded. Each Canada
Day, the Dominion
Institute publishes a
poll that reveals how
few Canadians know
such basic historical
facts as the name of the
first prime minister of
Canada. A proposed Canadian history centre, (0
be established in the former Ottawa train station,

the most important function of
“When we read history. he intoned, “it is merely
a record of abstract names” Portraits could bring
history alive. London's National Portrait Gallery,
which opened in 1856, was the first state-spon-
sored gallery devoted exclusively to the collection
and display of portraits of nation-builders, and it
remains the model against which all subsequent
postrait gallesies compare themselves. Like the Por-
trait Gallery of Canada, “history, not art, was the
National Portrait Gallery's ‘governing principle”
in the words of historian David Cannadine, former

y ced
that their key criterion for accepting portraits,
whether by purchase, donation or bequest, would
be “the celebrity of the person represented rather
than... the merit of the artist”

least for

Tod

wrong city for the wrong reasons.

However, alongside these political squabbles,
there is the existential source of uncertainty about
the proposed gallery. What is a portrait gallery
for? Why does Canada need such an institurion?
15 it about axt or history? And who qualifies for
inclusion? Some critics fear that a portrait gal-
lery of Canada will simply reflect govering elites
from the past. Jeff Spalding, director of Calgary's
Glenbow Museum, argues that a collection of art-
‘works acquired for their historical interest “cannot
be a physical manifestation of the nation of reflect
today's reality. The nation is nof in Ottawa, and
doesn't reside in the national capital or a national
collection. This is about Old Canada versus New
Canada”

Other observers are concemed that it could
be 100 oriented (o central Canada, and 100 con-
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Florentine Renaissance-style building off London's
Trafalgar Square. Howeves, it is a very different
institution from the founders,

quietly
in 2004,
Ruth Phillips voices an opinion (echoed by

federal museums in the national capital, including
the Canadian Museum of Civilization, the Canada
Science and Technology Museum, the Canadian
Museum of Nature and the National Gallery of
Canada, gives a more or less lincar narrative
of Canadian history that will engage visitors. (The
Canadian Museum of Civilization has the “History
Hall” and the “Blography Hall” but neither reveals
the diversity of the shared past.) There may be no
master narrative in Canadian history, acknowl-
‘edges Phillips, “but there is an entity called Canada
which a portrait gallery can reflect”
Anyone who goes (0 the portrait gallery's website

simply a national pantheon. “The portrait gallery
is about all Canadians” Lilly Koltun, the gallery’s
director general, insists in the short video that wel-

whose tastes were weighted heavily toward stuffy
ol paintings of monarchs, politicians and military
heroes. “During the 150 years of its existence”

‘nation’s history and the identity of the peaple who
‘make it has significantly evolved and broadened.”
‘Ihe Great Men of History theory (espoused by
historian Thomas Carlyle, who was an early NPG

and

tion of history

“Yes, we have
the stories and the faces of Sit John A. Macdonald
and Margaret Atwood, but we're also going  tell
the stories of others, such as the First Nations, the
immigrants, the voyageurs” However, those indi-
vidual faces, drawn from Canada's smorgasbord of
regions and ethnic groups, are placed in a larger
context. “By presenting a unique visual history”
Koltun insists in interviews, casual conversations
and publiclctures, “the galleryrelectsthe vlues
that

lar portraits are a video image of football phytﬂ
David Beckham and a DNA depiction of physiolo-
st Sir John Sulston, who won the Nobel Prize for
his work on the human genome project, as well as

ipied the former A
cate what this might mean in practice. Six main
galleries followed a chronological framework, with

that,
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of an old-fashioned history textbook (“Becoming
‘Canadians? covering the Confederation years;
“Rising Voices™ focusing on the 1950s through the
19705). Yet this was not a celebra-
tory story of nation building. Koltun hoped *to cre-

illustrating

Phillips. °A visitor would have been able to follow

stories from their region, group or gender”
As visitors approached contemporary works
displayed in the final gallery, they would have seen
pomn- that are about portraiture itself” explains
Marothy, “and the issue of Canadian

peopl poy
as at the top. It will be an unsetting experience
for the visitor—and it will make us unique among
portrait galleries”

Idmﬁly The gallery has already embarked on a
program of commissions, matching prominent
Canadians with artists of distinction. Nominations

Butthe

ment of art at Queen’s University, commented: ‘A
really exciting aspect of the Canadian initiative was
that this was not the Dead White Guys gallery. It

Conrad wants. A recent acquisition is “Group of
Sixty-Seven.” by Vancouver artist Jin-me Yoon, who

can replace the rich experience of a whole build-
ing thronged with faces from yesterday and today.
For academics such as Joan Schwartz, it makes no
sense to separate a portrait from the contextual
material that accompanies it. “There is a superb
album that belonged to Thomas Evans Blackbum
of photographs of the building of the Grand Trunk
Railway between 1858 and 1861. It includes pic-
tures of workers and managers alongside images
of landscapes. What are you going to do? Take it
apant?”

At the same time, there would be more visitors
10 portrait gallery in Ottawa that tells, through

is of Korean descent. Jin-me Yoon

boutall C
try great, as well as the great Canadians who made
this country”

‘The first gallery, for example, was called “Facing.
the Other” and included “the earliest unique rep-
resentations” of contacts from the 16th century

of the portrait gallery, points out that “there is an
inherent tension between an ideal model of plural-
ism and the singularity of the construct of nation
So the gallery made it clear that, when Europeans
first arrived on these shores, they encountered
highly diverse, complex and sophisticated societies

traditions that included dance and music. Some of

conventional two-dimensional images. The rest of
the galleries featured both famous faces and por-
tralts of people who did not share the backgrounds
or values of the government or military elites.
“There were different threads throughout” explains

67 Korean-Canadi -
era against a backdrop of a Lauren Harris paint-
ing of a lake. Then she photographed the same
67 subjects, as they turned their backs 1o the
camera and gazed at an Emily Carr painting of
trees. There were 67 subjects, explained the artist,
because 1967 was the year that Ottawa dropped
a particularly obnoxious restriction against Aslan
immigration into Canada. The Juxtaposition of
iconic Canadian images and Korean immigrants,
suggests Major-Marothy, prompts the question:
where do we belong?

But before the Portralt Gallery of Canada
can answer that question for Canadians, a post
meltdown federal government will have to rise
above purely political considerations and dare to
face the question itself. Canada has a fascinating
collection of portraits, but will we ever see it? LAC
‘staf today talk bravely of a “post-modem portrait
gallery, unconfined by four walls” that relies on
its web presence and special shows organized at

Nothing, he

images,

capital gets more tourists looking for that experi-
ence than any other Canadian city. In Fredericton,
Margaret Conrad believes that a portrait gallery of
Canada located in the national capital “would add
‘more focus to the national show.”

Visitors o Ottawa who drive west down
Wellington Street soon realize that this is a coun-
try with a profound disregard for any national
show that Includes our history. On their right is
the Gothic splendour of our Parliament buildings.
On their left is a line of buildings that should be a

hat every

third tooth has been punched out. The old railway
station, once scheduled to be the Canada History
Centre, remains virtually unoccupled. The win-
dows of the former American embassy are dark A
tage k of Montreal
branch and is now owned by the Department
of Public Works, s shuttered and unused. Edith
Wharton once described the United States as “a
land that has undertaken to get on without a past”
aaoven o




