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A CONCRETE ARTISTIC VISION

JOHN LEROUX has practised in the fields of art
history, architecture, visual art, curating, and
education, and he is currently the manager of
collections and exhibitions at the Beaverbrook
Art Gallery. He holds a bachelor of architecture
from McGill University, a master’s in art history
from Concordia University, a Ph.D. in history
from the University of New Brunswick, and he
was a team member of Canada’s entry at the
2012 Venice Biennale in architecture. He has
taught at the University of New Brunswick,
St. Thomas University, and the New Brunswick
College of Craft and Design. John has authored
thirteen books, including Building New Brunswick:
An Architectural History and The Lost City: lan

MacEachern’s Photographs of Saint John.

FIG. 1. JACK HUMPHREY, DRAPED HEAD, 1931, OIL ON PANEL, 42.5 X 34.5 CM,
GIFT OF THE GRADUATING YEAR, 1937. | HART HOUSE COLLECTION HH1937.002.
COURTESY OF THE ART MUSEUM AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO.
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Ithough New Brunswick was an eco-

nomic powerhouse and epicentre of
international trade during the nineteenth
century, the early decades of the twenti-
eth were witness to a significant decline
and population outmigration. Much of
the province’s business clout during these
years was focused on Saint John, its lar-
gest and most economically productive
community. From technology to manufac-
turing, transportation, communications,
and banking, Saint John was a mixture
of blue-collar and white-collar, it had an
active port, and it was also the financial
heart of New Brunswick. The economic
downturn of the 1920s and 1930s hit the
city hard, but resilience was apparent.
New harbour infrastructure develop-
ments of the early 1930s gave solace to
the future of the port city, and the return
of a number of the city’s ex-pat artists
during that time brought a modern
artistic sensibility. At specific instances,
a widespread sensibility of “progress”
encapsulated the beleaguered region
that saw itself not only deserving, but
capable of structural change. This is evi-
denced by period media, advertising, and
numerous works of art, architecture, and
industrial/transportation infrastructure.
This paper addresses a regional perspec-
tive of a city on the margins of Canada,
but one still cognizant of the dynamic
relationship between visual and archi-
tectural praxis at a time when new for-
mal and social objectives were changing
the landscape. In the case of Saint John
during the mid-1930s, the visual con-
nected the local with the international.
The city’s common longshoremen would
hardly have known of Swiss/French archi-
tect Le Corbusier. Nor would they suspect
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that the European avant-garde venerated
the new industrial infrastructure that the
Maritime dockworkers laboured along-
side. Hints were shared, however, by local
artists who held intimate knowledge and
respect for the workings and forms of the
port architecture, along with a modern
artistic vision that spoke to the zeitgeist.

In the 1930s and 1940s, a group of Saint
John artists, including Miller Brittain
[1912-1968], Jack Humphrey [1901-1967],
and others, gave Saint John the reputa-
tion of a city “which, size for size, probably
contained more serious artists than any
other in Canada.”" Brittain and Humphrey
were schooled under modern American
artistic influences in New York before
their return to Saint John in the 1930s,
forced back during the Great Depression
for economic reasons. Humphrey had
studied for five years at the National
Academy of Design, while Brittain
attended the Art Students League. Born
and raised in Saint John, Brittain and
Humphrey rose to national prominence
and attention through articles, exhibi-
tions, and publications that lauded their
staunch commitment to a gritty realism
that stemmed directly from observing
their immediate civic surroundings. This
vision often depicted the daily lives and
built environments of blue-collar workers
and those on the margins of society, all
through a modern lens.

The early- to mid-twentieth century urban
surroundings of Saint John were the
genius loci where New Brunswick’s social,
economic, and cultural relations formed
at brisk speed compared to generations
before. Interwar-era Saint John saw itself
as a modern city, but it was multifaceted
and economically stratified. The social
conditions of the shabby working-class
housing only a short walk from the port
were rarely presented publicly as compa-
red to the city’s industrial prowess, and
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it would be up to artists to visually fuse
these two worlds into a modern aesthetic.

As Canada reached its half-century mark,
the nature of what constituted meaning-
ful “national” visual art was complex and
partially obscured, often in the hands of
rigid academies or parochial bureaucrats
who controlled the National Gallery of
Canada.? In contrast to Canadians who
subscribed to the notion of a universal
canon of national art that best repre-
sented Canada (that is, the Group of
Seven),> New Brunswick’s professional
artists of the 1930s challenged the autho-
rity of landscape, honing their eyes and
skills more often than not on the city
and its people.* This transformation
from a landscape focus concurred with
the disbanding of the Group of Seven
and its members’ inclusion in the larger
“Canadian Group of Painters” (formed in
1933). Membership stretched across the
country—including Jack Humphrey who
was officially welcomed to the Group in
1939.5

Descended from an original Loyalist
family who settled in Saint John, Miller
Brittain had deep roots in the city, and
held a more conservative temperament
fused to the sensibilities of the area. He
once stated that: “A picture ought to
emerge from the midst of life and be
in no sense divorced from it ... And |
think that artists should be rooted in
their native heath, not self-consciously
but naturally. And they will be so if their
life and work are one and the same.”®
Artist Pegi Nicol MacLeod went so far as
to equate Brittain’s vision with the very
essence of modern Saint John. She felt his
potential of capturing a tangible sense of
place should be imported to the rest of
the nation:

The gap is being filled so far as con-

cerns Miller Brittain's scene. When the

younger painters broaden it to include
Vancouverness, Ottawaness, Torontoness,
etc., as we have Saint Johnness, Canadian
art has some future . . . The first Miller
Brittain came as a therapeutic shock, set-
ting free the spring of my wish. Man at last.
Not archaic man, but present-day man;

complicated and modern. Just like all of us.”

The work of Brittain and Humphrey
during the 1930s and 1940s is representa-
tive of a new subjectivity within Canadian
art which emerged during those decades:
the need to reflect the faces, workplaces,
and lives of all levels of Canadians, and
particularly those in urban centres. Saint
John was fertile ground in which to fos-
ter a contemporary artistic environment,
where a modern vision revealed the
Canadian citizen, both rich and poor, as
its subject (fig. 1). The foil was often the
city, and in its depiction could be found
either the pessimism of urban squalor and
poverty, or the promise of civic monu-
mentality and vitality. To that effect, two
relatively unknown newspaper drawings
by Brittain from the mid-1930s present a
vibrant and energetic industrial metropo-
lis that is aspirational in its form, making
it a distinct connection to the modern
development hopes for the region. The
images consciously employ a background
of industrial architecture and infrastruc-
ture to bring this point home.

In the 1930s, the commercial core of Saint
John was centred on its port, which conti-
nued to be tied to the city’s self-image,
its potential to draw capital, as well as
its international connections. Its artists
shared this vision, as the harbour was a
busy gateway to the rest of the world.
Saint John’s harbour was the primary
location for observing the vibrant activity
of visiting ships, hardworking longshore-
men unloading steel steamers, and the
landing of new immigrants, all within a
stone’s throw of some of the wealthiest



