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EMILY CARR 1871-1945 

An intense and inventive individual, Emily Carr sought 

throughout her life to achieve expression of the west 

coast in terms such as no other painter had developed. 

In the artistic vaccuum of Victoria in the first half 

of the twentieth century, she painted what she saw and 

felt, whether the public accepted it or not. A lonely 

woman who preferred the society of animals to that of 

the people she knew, she continually outraged the 

sensibilities of good Victorians by her ingenuity, lack 

of conformity, and unique painting techniques. Through 

her jottings and autobiographical books she has left 

readers a humorous and vital account of life on Vancouver 

Island at the turn of the century. In her later years 

her genius was widely recognized both in Canada and 

abroad, and her paintings and writings constitute a 

significant and valuable element of Canadian cultural 

heritage. 

Born in Victoria on December 13, 1871, Emily Carr 

was the second youngest of nine children. Three children, 

all boys, died in infancy. During her childhood, Carr1s 

family consisted of her father, a stern disciplinarian, 

her mother, a gentle woman who was often ill, her older 

sisters, Edith and Clara, and younger than these two by 
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several years, Elizabeth (1867), Alice (1869), Emily and 

Richard, born about 1874. Emily's vivid memories of the 

Victorian town, of outings to the then wild Beacon Hill 

Park and the Victoria Day Regatta, of the games and 

imaginings of the three young sisters, Bigger, Middle, 

and Small (herself) are humourously portrayed in her 

sketches contained in The Book of Small. Mrs. Carr died 

in about 1886 and Mr. Carr, broken, retired from his 

importing business and died two years later. Edith, a 

spinster, cared for the family, and Emily, fiercely 

independent even as a child, chaffed under her sister's 

strict regimen. 

Carr began drawing at an early age. Her father 

encouraged her prediliction and the three youngest Carr 

ladies took drawing lessons after school. Emily's work 

showed most promise. Whether prompted by a desire to 

pursue her artistic talents or simply a wish to evade 

Edith's iron rule, Emily convinced the family guardian to 

allow her to take advanced art training in the United 

States. In about 1889, she travelled to San Francisco, 

canary cage in hand, and settled in an apartment hotel 

in the care of friends of Edith's. She studied at the 

San Francisco School of Art. When it moved into a 

mansion bequeathed to it, the school was renamed the 

Mark Hopkins School of Art after its benefactor. After 
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about five years of study, Carr returned to her home in 

Victoria. Over the cowshed, she created a studio with 

a large window looking out at Beacon Hill Park and 

began to teach art to children. 

By her own admission, Carr's work at this time was 

"Humdrum and unemotional". "As yet I had not considered 

what was underneath surfaces nor had I considered the 

inside of myself," she recalled, "I was like a child 

printing alphabet letters. I had not begun to make 

2 
words." Her watercolours were mostly of landscapes, 

subjects she preferred to indoor, still life work. This 

was consistent with her inclinations in other areas. 

She preferred a pony-ride or picnic to entertaining 

Lizzie's ever-present missionary friends at home. 

Ironically, it was one of these friends, a woman 

missionary to the Nootka at Ucluelet, who gave her an 

apportunity to become acquainted with the Indians of 

British Columbia. As her stories indicate, Carr had an 

interest in and admiration for the Indians of the 

Victoria area even as a child. Her father's tales of 

visits to the northern coasts of the province, of the 

tangle of growth and the primitive strangeness of the 

people fascinated her. So when the opportunity was 

offered, she joyfully packed her sketching equipment for 

a summer with the missionaries at Ucluelet. 
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The simplicity of the missionaries' living 

accommodations pleased her. The Indian chief of the 

village accepted her as one who was unafraid, 

3 unpretentxous, and blessed with a sense of humour. 

She was intrigued by the Indians' apparent stoic 

adaptation to their environment and resolved to learn 

more of their culture and symbolism. Beyond that, she 

was enthralled by the "lovely vastness" of the British 

Columbia rain forest, with "no boundaries, no beginning, 

4 
no end, one continual shove of growing." She found 

the forest to be mysterious, silent, ominous, yet joyful, 

alive, infinite. She was profoundly impressed, and 

"storing, storing, all unconscious, my working ideas 

against the time when I should be ready to use this 

5 
material. 

Frustrated in her attempts to express her feelings 

on canvas, Carr realized that she needed further training. 

For this reason, and also to escape an over-ardent suitor, 

she left for England, arriving in London in August, 1899. 

She was determined to absorb as much instruction as 

possible. In addition to her regular courses at the 

Westminister School of Art, she joined evening classes 

in clay modelling and drawing. She was never happy in 

London, despite the fact that her fellow-students liked 

their exotic Canadian transplant. The city depressed her 
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exceedingly; she was like a potted pine; the city "wilted 

the very life out of me," she wrote. Through overwork 

and malnutrition, she became anemic. After a summer-long 

visit from her sister Alice in 1901, she decided to leave 

London. 

She retreated to the art colony at St. Ives to study 

watercolour sketching under Julius Olsson and Algernon 

Talmage. Olsson wanted his students to work on the sunny 

shale beaches, but Carr preferred sketching in the local 

copses, sharing her lunch with a curious, friendly sow. 

She was still debilitated at the summer's end and, hoping 

that continued country air might effect a cure, decided 

to study at the Herkimer School of Art, Hertfordshire. 

The methods there were not to her liking, so she soon 

shifted to the Meadows School under John Whiteley, at 

nearby Bushey. The following autumn she returned to 

London, where she suffered a serious fall. The doctor 

who examined her discovered that the fall was as a result 

of dizziness, a symptom of a severe case of pernicious 

anemia. Although Carr1s sister Lizzie came to fetch her 

home, the doctor pronounced her too weak to travel. She 

recommended a long recuperative rest at the East Anglia 

Sanatorium in Suffolk. Carr detested the depressing 

institution but her innate optimism and humour remained 
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alive. Her sketches of the place, both written and 

drawn, form the basis of her book, Pause. Carr occupied 

her time raising song birds to take back to Canada. 

They had to chloroformed eventually for she was too weak 

to care for them and they were too tame to be turned 

loose. After trying eighteen months in the sanatorium, 

she returned to Bushey for three months, but, seized by 

homesickness for the tangible vastness of Canada, 

abruptly left England in 1904. 

She spent a delightful autumn with friends in the 

Cariboo and then continued on to Victoria. Carr's 

sketches, only mildly impressionistic, were rejected as 

too modern. Hoping for acceptance in Vancouver, she 

moved there. The Ladies' Art Club invited her to 

instruct, but she expected the ladies to work at their 

pastime. Whithin a month she was dismissed. She turned 

to teaching children, taking her classes on sketching 

excursions to the harbour and to Stanley Park where there 

were fewer "rubbernoses." She often went alone to the 

Kitsilano and North Vancouver Indian Reserves. In the 

latter reserve she met Sophie, a stoic Salish Indian, 

mother of twenty-one, all deceased, who sold baskets 

door-to-door in the city for a livelihood. Carr became 

known on the reserve as "Sophie's Emily" and Sophie was 
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passionately possessive about her friend. 

Back in Victoria in 1905, Carr spent the year 

working at her technique, supporting herself by cartooning 

for a local tabloid, The Week. In the summer of 1906, 

Emily and Alice fulfilled a lifelong ambition and 

travelled up the British Columbian coast by boat to 

Skagway. By this time Carr knew enough of Indian culture 

to recognize the totem poles in every village for what 

they were; distortion which appeared grotesque to the 

casual observer was to her an accentuation of the 
o 

essential attributes of each symbol. The Indian art 

forms were full of the meaning and mystery of the forest, 

carved out of the spirit of the great logs rather than 
9 

into them. Carr was cognizant of the anthropological 

significance of these totem and mortuary poles. She 

returned home, determined "to picture totem poles in 

their own village settings, as complete a collection of 

them as I could." 

Although her depictions were historically accurate, 

Carr felt that her technique was inadequate to capture 

the intangible strength of the Indian art. She hoped 

that the "new art" taught in Paris circles might help her 

solve her dilemma and to learn the modern methods, she 

left for Paris in July, 1910, accompanied by Alice. She 
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enrolled in the Académie Colarossi, a school in which 

the sexes were integrated in class. She hoped through 

contact with male artists to strengthen her work. 

Because the instruction was all in French, it was quite 

useless to an anglophone. She left the school after a 

couple of months to study under John Fergusson and later 

Harry Gibb, a Scottish painter profoundly influenced by 

both the Impressionist and Fauve schools. The atmosphere 

of the large city proved oppressive and she suffered a 

return of anemia. She spent three months in hospital 

and then she and Alice wintered in the bracing climate of 

Sweden. When she returned to France, she joined Gibb in 

painting classes in Cressey-en-Brie, outside Paris, and 

refused to show her his own endeavors for fear of 

influencing her overmuch. Carr's final French studies 

were under a New Zealand watercolourist at Concarneau. 

When she returned to Canada in 1911, she showed her 

paintings in Victoria and then in Vancouver in March, 1912. 

Her work was denigrated by the conservative elements in 

art circles as too daring and too "French". Despite 

general interest in what she produced, she was refused 

her old teaching position. She returned to Victoria 

despondant but determined to continue her work. She 

frequently took lengthy trips up the Island coasts into 

deserted Indian villages collecting material. Burdened 

9 
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with her sketching and camping gear and followed by a dog 

or two, Emily Carr became a familiar sight in one or 

another coastal village each summer. The totemic paintings 

which resulted from her sketching expeditions were much 

more expressive than earlier works. She had benefitted 

greatly by her French exile. 

As rising taxes made the maintenance of the Carr 

homestead unfeasible, the estate was divided amongst the 

four spinster sisters in 1912. Edith and Lizzie remained 

in the old house, Alice had a school-house built in one 

corner of the property and Emily designed and had built 

a four-suite apartment house on the opposite corner. She 

and her dogs, cat, monkey, birds and white rat occupied 

a studio-apartment on the second floor. She hoped to 

support herself in her painting with this income property. 

The problems connected with having tenants combined with 

increased taxes and plummeting rents during the war years 

to frustrate her hope. Carr gave up painting almost 

entirely, built herself a kiln and sold pottery and rag 

rugs emblazoned with Indian designs to augment her income. 

She also bred Old English Bobtail Sheepdogs as a further 

supplement. Nonetheless, by 192 5 she was forced to vacate 

he beloved studio and move her quarters to the attic. 

The extra space was required for more boarders. She held 
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occasional exhibits throughout these years, but she 

claimed that her work was rediculed or ignored. There 

were a few people, however, who recognized enough merit 

in Carr's work in these bleak years to champion it. One 

was Mortimer Lamb, a Vancouver art critic, who on 

several occasions urged that her work be given wider 

12 showing. Mark Tobey, an American artist who spent 

several weeks over the course of two summers working out 

of Carr's studio, explained his techniques for expressing 

13 space to her and was most impressed by her work. Three 

ethnologists lauded the historic and artistic merit of 

her work. Dr. C.F. Newcombe and his son, William, 

neighbours of Carr's, had an avid interest in her work 

and included a large number of her sketches among their 

collection of Indian artifacts. Dr. Marius Barbeau, 

Director of the National Museum, first saw her work in 

the homes of Haida Indians, and found them intriguing 

from both anthropological and artistic perspectives. 

He visited Carr in 1915 and again in 1921, but was 

received coolly. In the mid-twenties, he convinced Eric 

Brown, curator of the National Gallery, to hold a show 

of West Coast Indian art. Supplemental to the display 

were twenty-six of Carr's totemic paintings as well as 

14 several of her rugs and clay pieces. The show in 

Ottawa in December, 192 7, was unsuccessful, but the trip 
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east proved to be a turning-point in Carr's career. 

At Brown's suggestion, Carr had read about the 

innovative Group of Seven and their techniques for 

rendering the omnipotence of the Canadian Landscape. 

She was interested in seeing their work, feeling for the 

first time a sense of kinship with fellow Canadian 

artists. Here were men who were grappling with the same 

problems she had been trying to resolve. It seemed that 

15 their solutions were similar to hers. On her way to 

Ottawa she visited Frederick Varley in his Vancouver 

studio. Then in Toronto she met A.Y. Jackson, Arthur 

Lismer, Lawren Harris and J.E.H. Macdonald. Of the five 

she met she was most impressed by Harris, who became her 

friend and mentor. He posed problems in their long 

discussions in the studio, and afterwards by correspond­

ence: she found her own solutions. At his inspiration, 

she gradually deleted the Indian motifs from her work. 

They were no longer necessary. She was truing to express 

the God in the land, the life force so evident to her in 

the forest. She did not need the crutches. 

The group was enthusiastic in their support of Carr. 

Her work was now in greater demand. In March, 19 30, the 

Victorian Women's Canadian Club sponsored a one-man show. 

She was pleased by the recognition. In one of her rare 

addresses given at the club luncheon, she asked not that 
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the people like her work, but that they try to appreciate 
-1 c 

it and understand what she was attempting to do. In 

her work she tried to convey that same sense of being 

watched which was endemic Indian art, with the effect 

that the viewer, like the painter, was intimately 

involved in the scene. She had little patience with 

those who found precise details—date, time of day, 

place—relevant to the painting. She keenly felt that 

they had missed her objectives, and that the painting 

was somehow unsuccessful. In an effort to acquaint the 

public with her work and that of contemporary Victoria 

artists, she opened the lower two apartments in her house 

as a people's gallery in 19 33. Although it was well 

received initially, there was insufficient interest in 

art in the city to warrant its continuation. Regretfully, 

she rented the apartments to tenants again. 

By this point she had fallen away from the influence 

of the Group of Seven and Lawren Harris. The group were 

theosophists; Carr had evolved her own intensely personal 

religion based on a Christian God and therefore rejected 

Harris' religious notions. To Carr "every living thing 

is God made manifest. All real art is the eternal seeking 

to express God, the one substance out of which all things 
17 are made," she wrote in her journal. She continually 
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wrestled with a certain deficiency in her painting, an 

absence which she refused to label. 

"Listen, she wrote, this perhaps is the 
way to find that thing I long for: go 
into the woods alone and look at the 
earth crowded with growth, new and old 
bursting from their strong roots hidden 
in the silent, live ground, each seed 
according to its own kind expanding, 
bursting, pushing its way upwards 
towards the light and air, each one 
knowing what to do, each one demanding 
its own rights on the earth. Feel 
this growth, the surging upward, this 
expansion, pulsing life, all working 
with the same idea, the same urge to 
express God in themselves—life, life, 
life, which is God, for without Him 
there is no life. So, artist, you too 
from the deeps of your soul, down among 
dark and silence, let your roots creep 
forth, gaining strength. Drive them in 
deep, take firm hold of the beloved 
Mother Earth. Push, push towards the 
light. Draw deeply from the good 
nourishment of the earth but rise to 
the glory of the light and air and 
sunshine. Rejoice in your own soil, 
the place that nurtured you when a 
helpless seed. Fill it with the glory— 
be glad."18 

As she became involved in this wish to express life 

forces, her work became more deft. To leave the viewer 

with the impression of unity as she perceived it, she 

used great broad swirls, carefully arranged but not 

19 contrived. She filled her paintings with light, space, 

and air. She became obsessed with the idea of movement, 

to the extent that she frequently dreamed of expanses of 
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green living things. In her latter days, the dreams 

became so vivid that she almost felt that she could find 

the valley where life teemed about as it did in her dream. 

20 

There, she felt, she would find the answers she sought. 

In 19 33, Carr acquired "the Elephant," a shell of a 

caravan which she outfitted to suit her needs—a palette 

bed, convenient bookcases above it, a stove which she 

affectionately dubbed "old Smelly", boxes and beds for 

her menagerie. From spring through fall she had the 

caravan towed to various sites on the island and on the 

southern mainland. "The Elephant" gave her mobility and 

suitable quarters. She sketched quickly and 

impressionistically, using oil paint diluted with 

gasoline. During the winter months she used her 

multitude of sketches as a basis for larger compositions. 

By 19 36 her work had become more widely accepted, 

and it became possible for her to live from her sales. 

She traded her apartment building for a house, which she 

rented out, and a cottage on Beckley Street. At first, 

the process of uprooting was painful, but gradually she 

accustomed herself to her new abode "until it fitted the 

idiosyncracies of her way of life like the spiral shell 
21 of a snail." She painted prolifically during these 

last years. In January, 19 37, she suffered a heart 

attack serious enough to hospitalize her. At this time, 
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Eric Newton, art critic for the Manchester Guardian, 

visited her to obtain paintings for the Tate Gallery in 

London. Her friends showed her paintings. "It must 

have been almost as if I was dead," wrote Carr; "I don't 

want to be dead: I want to sketch and understand 

22 deeper." Her tremendous will to live helped in her 

recovery, but now she had to save her energies. Because 

her sketching excursions were limited in the number and 

length, she spent most of her time reworking old sketches. 

In 19 39 she suffered a second stroke and it was decided 

that she should not live alone. After adding a bathroom 

and a studio, she moved into a suite in the back of the 

house owned by Alice, her only living sister, who was by 

then almost blind with cataracts. 

Throughout her life Carr had used writing as a means 

23 
of ordering her thoughts. She was able to capture the 

minutest detail at a casual glance, and this talent for 

observation and recall she was able to incorporate in 

her jottings. For her own satisfaction, she had taken a 

correspondence course from the Los Angeles Institute of 

Authorship in 1926. Again in July, 19 34 she attended a 

24 
summer school course in composition in Victoria. Over 

the years she had written several poignant, vivid stories 

about her experiences in various Indian villages in the 
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province. Timidly she showed these to friends, noteably 

Flora Hamilton Burns and Ruth Humphrey. Her style—crisp, 

simple, earthy—did not conform to the literary ideal of 

the day. The stories were punctuated and paragraphed 

25 until Carr barely recognized them as her own. These 

women showed her stories to Garnet Sedgwick and Fred 

Brand at the University of British Columbia, who received 

them enthusiastically. Ira Dilworth, Regional Director 

of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, read some of 

the stories over the air in the late 1930's. The word 

pictures composed by Carr were more effective in reaching 

the public than were her paintings. It was suggested 

that she publish her collected stories. When Clarke 

Irwin eventually accepted them, the resultant volume, 

Klee Wyck, was awarded the Governor General's medal for 

non-fiction in 1941. As illness curtailed her painting, 

Carr turned to self-expression in words more frequently. 

Two books about her experiences in Victoria, the Book of 

Small (including A Little Town and A Little Girl) and 

The House of All Sorts (about her apartment house) were 

published before her death. Growing Pains, an autobiog­

raphy, The Heart of a Peacock, a book of animal tales, 

and Pause: a Sketch Book, about her year and a half in 

the East Anglia Sanatorium, as well as her journals, 

Hundreds and Thousands, were all published posthumously. 
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All her books like her paintings, were exceedingly 

personalized interpretations of events. Carr's spelling 

and punctuation admittedly were atrocious, but her 

telling idiosyncracies including her habit of capitalizing 

key words in mid-sentence and running sentence-thoughts 

together have unfortunately been eliminated by careful 

editors. Although Carr never considered her writing of 

27 
paramount importance, nonetheless the books provide 

invaluable insights into the author's character. 

In 1942, Carr took her last sketching trip into 

Mount Douglas Park. Her profusion of sketches resulting 

from the trip were to have formed the basis of a show 

to be held in Vancouver in the spring of 1945. Bedridden 

because of a third and most severe heart seizure, she 

struggled to finish her work, painting for five or ten 

minutes at a time with her easel at the end of her bed. 

When the works were mounted at last she felt tired. She 

decided to take a few weeks rest at a nursing home. 

There, a week later, on March 2, 1945, she died. 

Emily Carr is unquestionably one of Canada's finest 

artists. She sought always to express her innermost self 

on canvas. Her work has been compared to that done by 

2 8 
Gaugin and Van Gogh in the later years of their careers. 

Fiercely independent even in later life, the style and 


