Document généré le 19 sep. 2020 03:04

RACAR : Revue d'art canadienne
Canadian Art Review

Monique Brunet-Weinmann, Le souffle et la flamme :
Marie-Alain Couturier au Canada et ses lettres à Louise
Gadbois, Montreal : Éditions du Septentrion, 2016, 336 pp. 33
colour illus., 42 b/w $ 49.95 (paper) ISBN 978-2-89448-865-2
Ray Ellenwood
Volume 43, numéro 1, 2018
URI : https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/1050832ar
DOI : https://doi.org/10.7202/1050832ar
Aller au sommaire du numéro

Éditeur(s)
UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada | Association d'art des
universités du Canada)

ISSN
0315-9906 (imprimé)
1981-4778 (numérique)

Découvrir la revue

Citer ce compte rendu
Ellenwood, R. (2018). Compte rendu de [Monique Brunet-Weinmann, Le souffle
et la flamme : Marie-Alain Couturier au Canada et ses lettres à Louise Gadbois,
Montreal : Éditions du Septentrion, 2016, 336 pp. 33 colour illus., 42 b/w $ 49.95
(paper) ISBN 978-2-89448-865-2]. RACAR : Revue d'art canadienne / Canadian Art
Review, 43 (1), 115–117. https://doi.org/10.7202/1050832ar

Tous droits réservés © UAAC-AAUC (University Art Association of Canada |
Association d'art des universités du Canada), 2018

Ce document est protégé par la loi sur le droit d’auteur. L’utilisation des
services d’Érudit (y compris la reproduction) est assujettie à sa politique
d’utilisation que vous pouvez consulter en ligne.
https://apropos.erudit.org/fr/usagers/politique-dutilisation/
Cet article est diffusé et préservé par Érudit.
Érudit est un consortium interuniversitaire sans but lucratif composé de
l’Université de Montréal, l’Université Laval et l’Université du Québec à
Montréal. Il a pour mission la promotion et la valorisation de la recherche.
https://www.erudit.org/fr/

being a cfa (Come From Away) himself and living in a place where such
people are often viewed with suspicion. Out of that fascination have
come strong personal friendships in
the literary, academic, musical, theatrical, and visuals-arts communities
of Newfoundland with people such
as Squires and Michael Crummey, the
well-known poet and fiction-writer
responsible for the “appreciations” at
the end of this book.
It’s obvious from the opening
chapter that Dragland’s study of Gerald Squires relates to the “Strangers
and Others” motif. Throughout the
book, local belonging and community are crucial issues. In the Stations of
the Cross and Last Supper, commissions
done for Mary Queen of the World
Parish Church in Mount Pearl (near St.
John’s), Squires depicted very clearly,
not only the Newfoundland environment, but familiar faces, many based
on friends and acquaintances. He did
many portraits, oﬃcial and unoﬃcial,
in various media, of politicians and
academics, writers and performers,
family and friends, which were shown
in public places or kept in the pages
of his “Book of Souls” (portraits of
people he liked or admired, 1986–
2014). His public art graces church
walls, St. John’s airport (Caribou on the
Barrens, oil on canvas, 2002), the post
oﬃce in Paradise (Winged Torso, a large,
semi-abstract welded steel figure,
1977), and the woods of Boyd’s Cove
(Spirit of the Beothuk [Shanawdithit], a
life-size, realistic bronze statue, 2000).
And his interdisciplinary interests are
shown in his many collaborations
with local writers and musicians.
I was pleased to see an almost
full-page review of Gerald Squires in
the Globe and Mail (July 8, 2017). Such
events are becoming more and more
rare in the Globe, so Tom Jokinen’s
comments were certainly welcome,
but I had to smile at his comment
that Dragland’s text is “a bit academic
in places.” It’s not easy to deal with
a widely read artist whose paintings
and titles, journals, letters, and scribbled notes are filled with references
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to the Bible, Bertrand Russell, William
Blake, Dylan Thomas, Rainer Maria
Rilke, Yeats, Descartes, John Donne,
and many others. It’s fascinating for
the reader to watch Dragland struggling to come to terms with that tangled web, and well worth the eﬀort, in
my opinion. ¶
Ray Ellenwood is Professor Emeritus and Senior
Scholar at York University in Toronto.
— rayellen@yorku.ca

powerful ally against the rigid academic tastes and teaching methods
of the art establishment in Montreal,
Couturier played an important part
in a modernist revolution of art in
Quebec.
Couturier also made the
acquaintance of Louise Gadbois, a
painter who was well respected as part
of the “independent” group associated with Lyman and Borduas, and who
was trying to balance her artistic ambi-
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Ray Ellenwood

This is a very complex book. At its
core is the story of a fascinating man,
a French Dominican monk named
Marie-Alain Couturier, who was sent
at the outbreak of World War II to
the United States to minister, teach,
and paint, and who moved mainly between New York and Baltimore,
often in well-heeled and influential
circles. Well known among Catholic
intellectuals, he was invited to Montreal in March 1940 through the eﬀorts
of the philosopher Étienne Gilson.
There, he renewed contact with the
Montreal painter Paul-Émile Borduas, whom he had met at the Ateliers
d’Art Sacré, which was founded by
Maurice Denis and Georges Desvallières in Paris in 1929. Through Borduas and others, Couturier made the
acquaintance of some of the major
actors in the struggle for “l’art vivant”
in Montreal, including the painters
John Lyman and Alfred Pellan, the
writer, critic, and teacher Maurice
Gagnon, and the architect Marcel Parizeau. Soon recognized as a

tions with her role as a mother and
hostess. Her comfortable Montreal
home became a kind of oasis for Couturier over five turbulent years. As
their friendship developed during
that period and after, Couturier wrote
to Gadbois. At the same time, she kept
a journal, often reflecting on events
mentioned in his letters. Le souﬄe et la
flamme contains these letters, which
have been well-annotated and published alongside selected passages
from Gadbois’s journal. An extensive
introductory and explanatory essay of
over 170 pages precedes the whole.
The complexity of this book has
much to do with Couturier himself,
who was a cleric often at war with
conservative factions in the church ; a
supporter of General de Gaulle when
such a stance was not appreciated
among conservatives and Catholics in
the United States and Canada ; a practicing painter and expert in stained
glass whose work appears in collections and buildings in Canada, France,
the United States, and Europe ; and a
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critic, curator, and artistic entrepreneur who had a real impact in several
countries. Brunet-Weinmann wants
to give the reader a sense of Couturier
as an artist as well as an intellectual
and agitator, and to give Louise Gadbois her due as an artist and facilitator (hence more than thirty pages of
colour illustrations juxtaposing the
artworks of the two).
Couturier was much talked about
in the newspapers of the time and
in later histories, but he was also a
rather mysterious figure, seen for
a moment in Ottawa, Montreal, or
Quebec, then disappearing for long
periods. This book fills in the gaps,
explaining his movements between
Canada and the United States, where
he was working on ambitious artistic
projects as well as teaching. It also
provides an important extension of
that history, following him back to
France after the war and showing how
he encouraged great modern artists
to return to sacred art, while also collaborating with the likes of Bonnard,
Rouault, Braque, Lipchitz, Léger, Miro,
and Matisse. Along with much new
information about the man and his
activities, Brunet-Weinmann gives
pertinent discussions of Couturier’s
art in which she shows, for example,
the influence of El Greco (101) on his
work, or analyzes his painting Chemin de la croix, which he created in
the Elkins Park Hermitage in Philadelphia (105). Couturier’s letters to
Gadbois also show a more intimate
side of him as an engaging person
often exhausted and discouraged by
his activist battles and occasionally
plagued by self-doubt.
In spite of my admiration for this
book as a source of new information
on a fascinating man in a diﬃcult
time, I am bemused by an important section covering the 1945–1950
period. Here, Brunet-Weinmann’s
tone and tactics change radically, and
she inserts entire letters from Borduas, Fernand Leduc, and Jean-Paul
Riopelle, all previously published in
several books. Why are they here ?
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The answer, it would seem, is to bolster the argument that Borduas and
his younger, Automatist associates
were hypocrites, previously expressing admiration for Couturier and
then turning maliciously towards
sabotaging his eﬀorts to organize an exhibition of contemporary
Canadian painting in France ; their
duplicity is to be matched only by the
treachery of Maurice Gagnon and the
shilly-shallying of the Quebec government in the person of Under-Secretary Jean Bruchési. One segment is
actually entitled “Leduc contre Couturier : ‘Les Frères Ennemis ?’”
It is true that Borduas and the
other signatories of Refus global, once
widely condemned in Quebec, have,
over the past fifty years, been increasingly lionized, written into the history of the “Quiet Revolution,” and
treated as if they emerged suddenly to enlighten a dark world of religious and political repression, single-handedly dragging Canada into
the world of contemporary abstract
painting. Not surprisingly, there have
been voices raised to question such
oversimplifications, among them
Jean-Philippe Warren. His book L’art
vivant : Autour de Paul-Émile Borduas
(2011) places Borduas in a historical
context that includes Catholic intellectuals, and in which the thinking
and writing of the Automatists were
influenced by people such as Jacques
Maritain and Couturier. BrunetWeinmann’s book supports this general argument, while adding colour
and personal detail. While I see these
books as providing important nuance,
I think they have a tendency to overstate the positive and understate the
negative in their defense of the “personalist Christian” position. Concerning Couturier’s proposed exhibition,
the documents Brunet-Weinmann
provides actually show that Riopelle
and Leduc had good reason to worry
about a government-sponsored
exhibition, and that their concerns
about a priest’s involvement were
understandable, given their connections with the anti-clerical surrealists

in Paris. Meanwhile, back in Montreal,
Borduas and Pierre Gauvreau were at
first ready to collaborate with Couturier, and their eventual withdrawal was
no denial of their early expressions of
admiration for the man.
Couturier, having returned to
France with other fish to fry, didn’t
suﬀer much from this event or others
that followed in Quebec, but for Louise Gadbois things were diﬀerent. Her
close association with John Lyman and
the Contemporary Arts Society (cas)
made her resent strongly what she
saw as an attack from within by Borduas and his young friends. Unfortunately, almost a whole year (1947)
of her journal has been lost or was
unavailable to Brunet-Weinmann.
Those pages might have shed light on
some complicated events, including
Borduas’ resignation from cas and
his break with Lyman, which was due
mainly to the latter’s cool reaction
to a first draft of Refus global. BrunetWeinmann regards Borduas’ behaviour as disgusting, but she says little
about the vehemence of the eventual
attacks against him. Her judgement
of Borduas as someone projecting his
death wish onto others is as bitter as
any I have read (154), much harsher
even than contemporary reactions
against the manifesto, its author, and
his young co-signatories — reactions
that were often ferocious, patronizing, and occasionally downright
silly. Brunet-Weinmann suggests that
the missing year of Gadbois’ journal
might have shown Couturier trying
to “amoindrir les conséquences néfastes du
manifeste” (158). In a similar vein, Robert Élie, Borduas’ friend and the author
of the first important study of his work,
published an extensive article entitled,
“Au-delà du refus,” in the Revue dominicaine in 1949. Brunet-Weinmann sees
this as a “très sérieux eﬀort de conciliation entre les chrétiens et les artistes rebelles
héritiers du surréalisme” (159) ; I see it as a
condescending call to ignore Borduas’
writing (he’s a painter, after all) and to
forgive his actions as misguided. For
a view of Élie that Brunet-Weinmann
does not provide, see Gilles Lapointe’s
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L’envol des signes : Borduas et ses lettres
(1996), or Ninon Gauthier’s essay
“Charles Delloye et la promotion des
automatistes en Europe,” in Lise Gauvin’s collection Les automatistes à Paris :
actes d’un colloque (2000). For the most
comprehensive analysis to date of
reactions to Refus global over the years,
see Sophie Dubois’ Refus global : Histoire
d’une réception partielle (2017).
I could argue at length over details
in Le souﬄe et la flamme while still being
totally absorbed by it. The excerpts
from Louise Gadbois’ journals give us
a real sense of the social and artistic
milieu of Montreal at the time as they
centre both on this rather privileged
class and a woman’s struggle to keep
painting and maintain her confidence
in the face of many other demands
on her time and energy. I wish we
had more of her writing. Admired as
a portraitist whose influences included John Lyman and Philip Surrey,
she was one of those painters who
remained figurative while exploring
modernist perspectives opened by
Matisse and others. It is fascinating to
see her artwork juxtaposed with Couturier’s, and I think the comparison
is to her advantage. In the final analysis, however, what this book provides,
through its emphasis on the very itinerant Couturier, is a broad view of art
and artists in the context of national
and international politics and artistic
debates and developments over two
continents at a crucial period of the
last century. ¶
Ray Ellenwood is Professor Emeritus and Senior
Scholar at York University in Toronto.
— rayellen@yorku.ca
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Michel Hardy-Vallée

This catalogue, like the exhibition
it accompanied, presents photographs from the National Gallery’s
(ngc) collections made by individuals
born, living, or having lived in Canada.
Published under the auspices of the
ngc’s newly formed Canadian Photography Institute, the catalogue is a
much-needed survey of art photography in Canada. Each of the seventyone, double-page catalogue entries,
which are alphabetized by artist’s
name, oﬀers a short biography, a
note on the artist’s place in Canadian
photography history, and interpretive comments on the works reproduced. Each entry features a full-page
reproduction on the right-hand page,
accompanied by smaller reproductions. The entries are bookended by
a historical essay and endnotes. The
catalogue strives for clarity, balance,
and equal representation, and avoids
lionizing particular artists. Despite
some shortcomings, it deserves consideration as an aﬀordable, portable,
and accessible panorama of Canadian
art photography for the general public
and for students.
There were four previous volumes
in the ngc’s photography series on
modernist, French, British, and American photography. Each identified its
corpus with the subtitle “from the
National Gallery of Canada,” thus
laying no specific claim to definitive
or exhaustive coverage. That subtitle
belongs on this volume as well, since
a little more than half of the catalogued works are from the former
Canadian Museum of Contemporary
Photography (cmcp), which evolved

out of the Still Photography Division
of the National Film Board (nfb). The
remainder consists of works acquired
by the ngc itself. Based on the acquisition information available in the book,
this seems to exclude recent donations
David Thomson made to the Canadian
Photography Institute. Each work is
identified by title, physical description,
measurements, and reference number.
Acquisition information is supplied
where relevant, but incomprehensibly,
the original collection is only indicated for works reproduced at a smaller
size. The layout and typography, which
is pretty much set in stone for the
whole series, distinguish the various
items of description lumped in the
top left corner, but sometimes these
conventions are lost on the reader. For
example, the entry for David McMillan
(cat. 50), born in Dundee, Scotland
1945, is a photograph entitled Winnipeg,
Manitoba 1979. The juxtaposition of the
two dates and place names is perplexing to the eye, until the brain resolves
the confusion. A small vertical space
between the two lines of type would
have been helpful.
The introductory essay attributes
the origins of art photography patronage and collecting in Canada to the
nfb and the ngc, under the respective
tutelage of Lorraine Monk, Executive
Producer, and James W. Borcoman,
Curator of Photography. Arguing that
little aesthetic activity was happening outside camera clubs prior to the
1960s, Kunard downplays the foundational role of turn-of-the-century pictorialism across the country, as well as
the importance of independent artistic

117

