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The exhibition Cities of Canada: The Seagram
Collection, currently showing at the Kamloops
Art Gallery, presents 39 oil paintings from the
original 90 that were commissioned in the
early 1950s by whiskey magnate Samuel
Bronfman, president of the House of Seagram.
The paintings were mounted with the help of
advertising agency Vickers and Benson as an
international exhibition to show Canada to the
world. Of the twenty-two artists who were
commissioned by Bronfman for the original
Cities of Canada show, 20 are represented in
the current exhibition. Who were these artists?
What styles of painting are represented by
their works? What does the collection reveal
about art patronage in Canada?

Many of the artists who were chosen to
participate in Cities of Canada were
influenced by the Group of Seven, whose
members were famous for their iconic
landscapes of the Canadian wilderness. Most
had art training in Canada, but some were
educated in the U.S,, and even studied
overseas. Several had a background in
commercial art and were magazine illustrators
or designers. Most called eastern Canada
home. The youngest was 27 years, the oldest
was 69 in 1951. Bronfman paid the artists,
assigned to different cities, an average of
$1,000 for their work.

The Group of Seven’s Influence

The influence of the Group of Seven cannot
be underestimated. Indeed, the elder artist of
Cities of Canada was A.Y. Jackson, a Group of
Seven member instrumental in identifying
artists for Bronfman’s project. Born in
Montreal in 1882, Jackson, after obtaining
exposure in Europe, went to Toronto where
he joined Lawren Harris and J.E.H. MacDonald
to form the Group of Seven in 1920. Jackson
and the Group of Seven set about painting
Canada in a sweeping way, focusing on the
country’s wilderness in both representational

and abstract styles. By 1951 Jackson had
traveled across Canada, including a trip to
Kamloops, but never to Newfoundland. So
Bronfman’s commission was A.Y. Jackson’s
chance to visit “The Rock” where he painted
St. John’s from Signal Hill. Looking at the rows
of miniscule buildings, one feels that Jackson
is not as comfortable portraying the urban
landscape as he is with nature.

Alfred Joseph Casson was also a member of
the Group of Seven, joining in 1926, and
initially painted the north country’s small
villages. In Cities of Canada, his painting of
industrial Hamilton makes a dramatic contrast
between the urban and rural landscape on
either side of Burlington Bay: in the
background lies the grey, sprawling industrial
city; in the foreground spread bucolic farms
and forest. This one work shows the transition
that Canadian painting made from
predominantly wilderness and rural themesto
the urban subjects revealed throughout the
exhibition.

Variations on a Theme

Bronfman had a vision of an exhibition that
would show the world the “sum” of what
made Canada a modern urban nation. But he
could not anticipate the many different styles
of painting through which the cities of Canada
were portrayed.

Along with Jackson, Robert Wakeham Pilot
was instrumental in finding the artists for
Bronfman, who were selected from the Royal
Canadian Academy of Arts of which Pilot was
president from 1952 to 1954. Pilot, who called
himself a classical painter, portrayed
Sherbrooke in Quebec’s Eastern Townshipsin
an orderly and representational way. In
contrast, Jacques de Tonnancour, influenced
by Picasso, painted the mill town of Trois-
Rivieres, emphasizing geometric outlines of
buildingsin a style verging on the abstract.



Another exemplary artist of the time, Walter
Phillips was a founding member of the
Manitoba Society of Artists in 1925. Phillips
ended up farther west where he became
known as a colour woodblock printer, using a
technique based on the study of Japanese
woodcuts. One sees the influence of this
technique and flatness of style in the clean,
clear linesin his painting of Victoria’s Inner
Harbour.

Frederick B. Taylor’s view of “ Ford City,” the
heart of the automobile industry in Windsor,
Ontario, has asiits focal point the old parish
church and town hall, which are encircled by
factories that seem to stretch to the horizon
and belch smoke that blends into the sky.
Bronfman believed the role of industry
“should not terminate at the boundary-line of
its plants” but should be embraced by society,
including corporate support of the arts.

Harold Beament painted Hull, as seen across
the Ottawa River from Parliament Hill. In one
view he juxtaposes the famous Eddy paper
mill with the Eglise Notre-Dame de Hull. The
two structures are given almost equal status,
dramatizing the transition between traditional
Quebec society and the new economy. This
theme is also expressed in Lorne Bouchard’s
brooding twilight scene of Shawinigan Falls, a
city famous for its hydroelectric power that
spawned aluminum, pulp and paper, and
petrochemical plants. The cathedral on the hill
is engulfed by the industrial city.

Other important industrial towns are
represented in the exhibition. Alan Collier
painted Sudbury, the mining town of northern
Ontario, with the smokestacks of Inco
looming over the insular-looking town,
surrounded by the Canadian Shield. Leslie
Coppold painted the twin cities of Fort
William/Port Arthur on Lake Superior. There is
a surreal, mesmerizing quality to his
meticulously detailed industrial landscape.
Coppold, from Montreal, is the only artist still
living of those commissioned by Bronfman.

Alfred C. Leighton was a prodigious artist who
was hired by the Canadian Pacific Railway to
paint images for its posters and calendars.
Leighton spent long periods in the Rockies
and in 1935 moved his summer painting
school to Banff, helping to establish the Banff
School of Fine Arts. A resident of Calgary for
many years, in 1952 Leighton received the
Bronfman commission to paint the city. It took
him several days to obtain the right morning
light gleaming on the downtown buildings and
the Centre Street Bridge over the Bow River.
The Seagram Company had requested the
Rocky Mountains be included in the distance,
an example of the control that Bronfman
exerted over the artists’ work.

The artists of the Cities of Canada were a
disparate group but provided a collective
homage to Canada through the patronage of
Bronfman and the House of Seagram whose
vision was to reveal to the world a new



Canada. Here, in one collection of paintings, is
a cross-section of Canadian art and artists that
may never be replicated again.

Ken Favrholdt is a local historian and teaches
geography at Thompson Rivers University.
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