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PUBLIC PROGRAMS 

Total Number of Visitors from July 1 – November 13, 2016: 166,939

TALKS AND EVENTS 

July 8, 2016 

Leadership/ Membership Opening 

6:30-8:30pm, in the Gallery  

Attendance: 192 

July 9-10, 2016 

Family FUSE Weekend 

In the Gallery 

Total Attendance: 3,742 

July 15, 2016 

FUSE 

8pm-12am, in the Gallery 

Total Attendance: 2,020 

July 16, 2016  

Curator’s Tour with Marie-France Bérard 

3pm, in the Gallery 

Attendance: 45 

August 13, 2016 

Curator’s Tour with Colin Browne 

3pm, in the Gallery 

Attendance: 27 

September 20, 2016 

Curator’s Lecture with Colin Browne 

7-8:30pm, 4East

Attendance: 67

November 8, 2016  

Spoken Word Performance with Molly Billows 

7pm, in the Gallery 

Attendance: 25 
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FAMILY PROGRAMS 

 
 Weekly Family Programs/ Making Place activities: 887 participants 

 

 

SCHOOL TOURS  

 

School Programs tour/workshops and guided tours: 4,657 students  

 

Self-Guided Elementary, High school and Post-Secondary: 948 students  
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MEDIA COVERAGE REPORT  

July – November, 2016 

 

 

Press Release 

 

06/23/2016 – I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: Emily Carr and 

  Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 

 

 

Local Coverage  

 

06/29/2016 – The Georgia Straight, New Vancouver Art Gallery show pays tribute to 

   Wolfgang Paalen and Emily Carr’s artistic rendez-vous 

 

06/29/2016 – Talonbooks, Opening this Friday at the Vancouver Art Gallery: Colin 

   Browne’s Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen exhibit 

 

07/10/2016 – Times Colonist, Robert Amos: When Emily met Wolfgang 

 

07/22/2016 – Vancouver Sun, ART SEEN: Exhibition reveals Emily Carr in a new light by 

   connecting her to Wolfgang Paalen 

 

02/27/2017 – BC Booklook, #95 Wolfgang meets Emily 

 

 

National Coverage  

 

10/10/2016 – Canadian Art, Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen: I Had an Interesting French 

   Artist to See Me This Summer 

 

 

International Coverage 

 

06/29/2016 – Art21 Magazine, I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: 

   Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 

 

June 2016 – BBC Culture Calendar, Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 

 

 



For Immediate Release 

I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: 

Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 

Media is invited to attend a tour of the exhibition with Colin Browne, curator of the exhibition,  

on Tuesday, July 5, 2:00pm at the Vancouver Art Gallery. Please RSVP to dzhou@vanartgallery.bc.ca   

June 23, 2016, Vancouver, BC – Vancouver Art Gallery’s new exhibition reveals a previously little-known 

encounter between iconic Canadian painter Emily Carr (1871–1945) and Austrian-born Surrealist Wolfgang 

Paalen (1905–1959)  On view from July 1  to November 13, 2016, I Had an Interesting French Artist to See 

Me This Summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia showcases nearly 60 exceptional works 

created by both artists before and after their historic meeting in 1939, in Victoria, BC.  

Once regarded as an isolated figure, Emily Carr’s vital connectedness to the artistic milieus of North America 

and Europe in the early to mid-twentieth century has surfaced in recent research. With Wolfgang Paalen and 

Emily Carr, a story emerges of two Modernist artists struggling to make sense of the world and to create a 

physical manifestation of their transcendent visions. In the summer of 1939, the Austrian-born Surrealist artist 

Wolfgang Paalen left Paris and journeyed to Alaska and British Columbia to experience First Nations culture. In 

Victoria, BC, he was introduced to Emily Carr and her paintings of the forests and the monumental art of the 

Northwest Coast. Paalen eventually settled in Mexico. His journey and his meetings with Carr opened the door 

to new possibilities in contemporary art. He renounced Surrealism in the belief that science and art could be 

brought together to transform contemporary consciousness by integrating “Amer-indian forms” into modern art. 

“Vancouver Art Gallery has a renowned Emily Carr collection. In recent years, we have invited artists and 

curators to produce exhibitions ‘in dialogue’ with Carr’s artwork, and this project is the 6th iteration of the 

series. Colin Browne, this exhibition’s curator, has delved into new territory with his exceptional research into 

the circumstances and the legacy of the eventful meetings between Carr and Paalen, weaving various 

historical threads into this exhibition and the accompanying publication. We invite our audiences to look at the 

first pairing of these two extraordinary artists with a new perspective,” said Kathleen S. Bartels, Director of the 

Vancouver Art Gallery.   

This project is one of the outcomes of the Vancouver Art Gallery’s exhibition The Colour of My Dreams: The 

Surrealist Revolution in Art (2011), curated by Dawn Ades, which highlighted the Surrealists’ profound interest 

in the Indigenous arts of the Northwest Coast. Among the artists exhibited, Wolfgang Paalen piqued the 

interest of writer and filmmaker Colin Browne, who set about tracing the relationship between Emily Carr and 

Paalen.  

Colin Browne, the exhibition’s curator, added “I first saw Wolfgang Paalen’s astonishing painting, Les 

cosmogones, a little over two years ago. Its resonance with his experience in British Columbia was palpable. 

We now know much more about that experience and about his meetings with Emily Carr in August of 1939. At 
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first glance the two could not have been more different, yet they immediately recognized and appreciated one 

another. Paalen, Carr wrote, was ‘very enthusiastic’ about her work—hardly what she expected from a 

Surrealist. Both shared a profound appreciation for the achievements of the Indigenous artists of the 

Northwest Coast. Almost eighty years after their meeting, we are bringing their iconic works together for the 

first time. I wish they could join us!”   

About Emily Carr 

Emily Carr, born in Victoria, British Columbia in 1871, is one of Canada's most renowned artists and is noted as 

a landscape painter who brought the then-radical vision of Modernism to the wilderness of British Columbia. 

The most important artist of her generation from this province, she is best known for her attention to the 

totemic carvings of the First Nations people of British Columbia and the rain forests of Vancouver Island. 

About Wolfgang Paalen 

Born in 1905, Wolfgang Paalen grew up in Silesia, Vienna and Berlin. By 1929 he was in France, exhibiting and 

pursuing ethnographic art, ritual and shamanism. In 1935 he and his wife, the poet Alice Rahon, were invited 

to join the Surrealists, and the following year he participated in legendary 20th century exhibitions in Paris, 

London and New York. After visiting the Northwest Coast in 1939, Paalen settled in Mexico, renounced 

Surrealism, and dedicated himself to writing, publishing, painting and calling for a transformational 

contemporary art. He continued to paint and exhibit actively until his death in 1959.   

About Colin Browne 

Poet, essayist and documentary filmmaker Colin Browne is researching the history and legacy of the Surrealist 

fascination with Northwest Coast Indigenous art for a book entitled Scavengers of Paradise. An essay with the 

same title appeared in a catalogue published to accompany the Vancouver Art Gallery’s 2011 

exhibition The Colour of My Dreams: The Surrealist Revolution in Art. His documentary films include Linton 

Garner: I Never Said Goodbye notes on the author (2003), Father and Son (1992) and White Lake (1989), 

nominated for a Canadian Film Award as Best Feature Length Documentary. His books of poetry include 

Ground Water (2002), The Shovel (2007), The Properties (2102) and, most recently, The Hatch (2015). Until 

recently, Browne taught film production, film history and critical writing at the Simon Fraser University School 

for the Contemporary Arts, where he is Professor Emeritus. 

This exhibition is accompanied by an 80-page colour catalogue co-published by the Vancouver Art Gallery and 

Figure 1 Publishing Inc. in Vancouver.  

Generously supported by: 

Gary Bell 

Associates of the Vancouver Art Gallery 

Visionary Partner for Scholarship and Publications: 

The Richardson Family 

Additional support for the publication is provided by 

The Jack and Doris Shadbolt Endowment  

Images: 

(left) Wolfgang Paalen, Les cosmogones (The Cosmogons), 1944, oil on canvas, 245 x 237.5 cm, Collection of Rowland 

Weinstein, courtesy of Weinstein Gallery. 

(right) Emily Carr, Juice of Life, 1938–39, oil on canvas, Collection of the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, Gift of Dr. Ethlyn 

Trapp, Vancouver, Photo: Stephen Topfer, Art Gallery of Greater Victoria 

-30-

IMAGES ARE AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST 

MEDIA INFORMATION: 

Debra Zhou, Communications Specialist  

dzhou@vanartgallery.bc.ca, Direct: 604-662-4722, Mobile: 604-537-1530 

About the Vancouver Art Gallery: The Vancouver Art Gallery is a not-for-profit organization supported by its members, 

individual donors, corporate funders, foundations, the City of Vancouver, the Province of British Columbia through the BC 

Arts Council, and the Canada Council for the Arts. We thank everyone for their continuing generosity.  
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The Georgia Straight 
New Vancouver Art Gallery show pays tribute to Wolfgang Paalen 

and Emily Carr's artistic rendez-vous 

 
By Staff | Jun. 29, 2016  

 

 
(Left:) Emily Carr, Juice of Life, 1938–39, oil on canvas, Collection of the Art Gallery of Greater, 

Victoria, Gift of Dr. Ethlyn Trapp, Vancouver, Photo: Stephen Topfer, Art Gallery of Greater Victoria 

In Victoria, B.C., in the summer of 1939, there was a historic meeting of two brilliant artistic minds. 

 

Surrealist artist Wolfgang Paalen had left Paris on a voyage to Alaska and B.C., where he was 

introduced to Emily Carr and her paintings of the forests and the art of the Northwest Coast. And Carr 

helped dramatically change his direction in art. Now curator Colin Browne has woven together 60 

pieces of both artists’ work for a new show at the Vancouver Art Gallery called I Had an Interesting 

French Artist to See Me This Summer (including Wolfgang Paalen’s Combat des princes saturniens 

III, shown here). The show opens Canada Day and runs to November 13. 
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Talonbooks 
Opening this Friday at the Vancouver Art Gallery: Colin Browne’s 

Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen exhibit 
 

By Talonbooks | Jun. 29, 2016 

 

I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British 

Columbia is a new exhibit curated by Talon poet Colin Browne. It opens on Friday evening, July 1, 

2016 and runs until November 13. The exhibit, mounted at the Vancouver Art Gallery (750 Hornby 

Street, Vancouver, BC), will explore the encounter between Wolfgang Paalen and Emily Carr. 

 

This first pairing of the Modernist painters Wolfgang Paalen (1905–1959) and Emily Carr (1871–

1945) will tell the story of how the artists met in Victoria, British Columbia, in 1939, and how the 

creative vision of each expanded in reaction to the majestic landscape of British Columbia and the 

monumental art of the Northwest Coast First Nations. With artworks assembled from public and 

private collections internationally, the exhibition will present early works, ancillary archival materials 

and the audacious later work of both artists as they moved toward their transcendent visions. 

 

Join guest curator Colin Browne for the Curator’s Tour on Saturday, July 16 at 3 PM on the 4th floor 

of the Gallery. Browne will share his extensive original research about the meeting of Emily Carr and 

Surrealist painter Wolfgang Paalen in Victoria, BC, in 1939, and will discuss the exceptional work 

created by both artists before and after their encounter. The Curator’s Tour is free for Members or 

with Gallery admission. 

 

More information about the exhibit is available here, and the exhibit catalogue is available 

from Figure 1 Publishing. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://talonbooks.com/authors/colin-browne
https://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/the_exhibitions/exhibit_carrpaalen.html
http://figure1pub.com/project/i-had-an-interesting-french-artist-to-see-me-this-summer/
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Times Colonist 
Robert Amos: When Emily met Wolfgang 

 
By Robert Amos | Jul. 10, 2016  

 

 
The exhibition will run until Nov. 13 at the Vancouver Art Gallery, 750 Hornby St. in Vancouver. The 

book is published by Figure.1 Publishing, Vancouver, 82 pp., $24.95. 

Wolfgang Paalen, a big-league European surrealist, and Emily Carr, the great Canadian modernist, 

met at her studio in Victoria in August 1939. 

 

This sounds like a momentous event. Their time together is the focus of a new exhibition at the 

Vancouver Art Gallery, and a book written by guest curator Colin Browne. Paalen and his wife and 

sponsor visited Carr three times in quick succession, and they took her out to dinner at the Empress. 

Both Carr and Paalen are interesting artists, but it’s hard to see that their meeting added up to 

anything very significant. 

 

Browne contributed an essay to the 2011 Vancouver Art Gallery exhibition entitled The Colour of My 

Dreams, pursuing European surrealism’s profound interest in the indigenous arts of the Pacific 

Northwest. Paalen was among the artists included in the Vancouver show and is now taken up at 

length. 

 

As an artistic movement, surrealism made efforts to look into those unconscious interior realms 

proposed by Freud and Jung. They did this by two methods: some juxtaposed “realistic” elements in 

irrational combinations, like the famous umbrella and sewing machine on an operating table. Others 

tried to leap over the rational mind by “automatic” drawing and the inspiration of chance. 

 

Paalen was one of the latter, creating paintings based on the deposits of candle soot on canvas, 

which he called “fumage.” Like many of his fellow artists in Paris, he found the carvings of 

indigenous societies mysterious and liberating. Societies living in a prehistoric communal age, 
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uncorrupted by western civilization, provided “a channel of communication from an archaic past to 

an uncertain future,” as Browne writes. The situation in Europe at that time was, of course, dire. 

 

With his sponsor, Eve Sulzer, and his wife, the poet Alice Rahon, Paalen set out in 1939 for the new 

world to collect some inspiring indigenous art. Beginning at the American Museum of Natural History 

in New York, he then went to Ottawa to visit anthropologist Marius Barbeau. Following Barbeau’s 

advice, they took the train to Winnipeg, Banff, the Skeena River and eventually to Wrangell, Alaska. 

 

Paalen was well advised, and bought about 40 First Nations pieces, including a four-metre-tall red 

cedar partition painted in about 1840 for Chief Shakes’ Grizzly Bear House in Wrangell. According to 

Browne, Paalen “regarded indigenous art works not as souvenirs of an irretrievable past, but as 

luminous guides for a world that would have to renew itself by understanding the best of what it had 

destroyed.” 

 

Paalen was more than a painter, Browne explained. “As a philosopher he perceived in Northwest 

Coast art a conceptual system based on what western physics was only just beginning to discover: 

the universal interconnectedness of all things.” 

 

Sent with an introduction to Carr by Barbeau, Paalen and his companions spent a few days in 

Victoria after their trip up north. It was August 1939. Carr enjoyed a visit from the young artist, who 

had just been to the places that she painted up the coast. She was then 67 years old, and 

surprisingly open to new ideas. After her heart attack in 1937, she was now worried about her legacy 

and wondered how much longer she could go on painting. 

 

As it happened, after Paalen’s visit and before her death in 1945, she managed to write seven 

books, and paint many new and vigorous pictures. She might have taken some encouragement from 

Paalen’s enthusiasm. Browne astutely points out that Carr and Paalen had a key point in common. 

 

Back in 1910, Carr had studied in France with Henry Phelan Gibb. At that point, she began using oil 

paint and bold colours. “She began to shift her attention from visual perception to the inner image,” 

Browne notes. Later, she had an exhibition in Ottawa in 1927, and was encouraged by Lawren 

Harris. Carr began to experiment, borrowing freely from the contemporary artists of her generation. 

 

Harris suggested that Carr put aside the “Indian paintings” and seek an equivalent in the coastal 

landscape. About that time, she hosted workshops at the House of All Sorts with Seattle artist Mark 

Tobey, later a seminal abstract expressionist. Tobey counselled her to “paint from inside herself,” 

and she began to sketch and paint with a new urgency, using oil and gasoline, a more expressive 

medium. 

 

Paalen himself was transformed by his trip to the Northwest. He now focused on the recognition that 

the inner and outer worlds are one, the essence of the new atomic age. “His granular explorations of 

cosmic movement and perpetual transformation opened the door to young painters in New York,” 

Browne wrote, “poised to expand beyond conventional dimensions of language and representation.” 

Thus was abstract expressionism born. 

 

All very interesting — but what does this add to our understanding of Emily Carr? According to 

Browne: “Emily Carr found surrealism objectionable, a reaction exacerbated by its popularity and its 

apparent concentration on erotic fantasies.” 

 

It’s not clear if Carr had ever seen a surrealist artwork, though at the time J.W.G. Macdonald was 

smitten with automatic painting in Vancouver. But she never saw Paalen’s artworks. “I can’t get the 
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surrealist point of view,” she wrote in a letter to John David Hatch, a museum director in Albany, New 

York. “Most of their subjects revolt me — seems as if their minds must be askew somewhere.” 

In the exhibition, Browne matches paintings by Carr and Paalen, inviting comparison. Here were two 

artists who “opened themselves to the pulsing rhythms of cosmic energy that coursed through all 

inert and living things … to manifest the felt within the seen,” Browne concluded. One can read into 

them a certain similarity, but I don’t think he had any influence on her. The book serves as a footnote 

to the Emily Carr legend, rather than a major new theme. 

 

To his credit, Paalen bought one of Carr’s paintings while in Victoria. And after visiting her, he went to 

Mexico, where he met Diego Rivera and Freda Kahlo, and publicly renounced surrealism. 

 

 

Vancouver Sun 
ART SEEN: Exhibition reveals Emily Carr in a new light by 

connecting her to Wolfgang Paalen 

 
By Kevin Griffin | Jul. 22, 2016  

 

When the thin softcover arrived in the mail, my first thought was: ‘Not another book on Emily Carr!’ 

I knew it was the catalogue for an exhibition in a few months at the Vancouver Art Gallery. That 

irritated me too. I wondered to myself how the VAG could hold another exhibition about Carr and say 

anything new about her. 

 

So I ignored it. I left the book in my pile of Things to Do, hoping it would go away. Of course it didn’t. 

 

As the date of the exhibition neared, I knew I’d have to deal with it. But even after the exhibition 

opened, I was still in a state of denial. 

 

Soon after, I realized I couldn’t ignore it any longer. I thought I should at least open and look at the 

catalogue which has an unusual title: I Had An Interesting French Artist To See Me This Summer. 

 

I started reading and I was hooked. Instead of the usual academic style of art writing, this was 

different: it was a good story told by Colin Browne, a poet, essayist and documentary filmmaker, 

about the meeting between Carr and surrealist artist Wolfgang Paalen in Victoria on the eve of the 

Second World War. 

 

Most unexpectedly, both the exhibition Browne curated and his catalogue have had a big impact on 

me and my partner Leon Phillips, a painter. Carr has been reframed for both of us. Until reading 

Browne’s catalogue essay we were both guilty of seeing only Carr the stereotype: the eccentric old 

woman who lived with her pets and painted in isolation. Browne’s writing has opened up Carr for us 

by revealing that she both knew where she was situated and made sure she was connected to the 

modern world of art and ideas. Thanks to Browne, we’re now reading Carr’s works not out of a sense 

of duty but because we realize she still has lots to say about what it means to be an artist in this part 

of the world. 

 

Paalen, born in Vienna, became was part of the circle of surrealist artists in Paris in the 1920s and 

1930s. He showed work with some of the big avant garde artists of the time such as Man Ray and 

Yves Tanguy. Although Paalen eventually went his own way and broke from surrealism, he later 

http://bit.ly/29QOWzw
http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/
http://bit.ly/29X6ef7
http://bit.ly/2a0g3ru
http://bit.ly/29YJRUt
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published the journal Dyn that celebrated the art of the Northwest Coast which the surrealists held in 

high regard. 

 

In 1939, Paalen visited indigenous communities in B.C. to see and collect Northwest Coast art. He 

was accompanied by his wife Alice Rahon and friend Eva Sulzer. On the trip, Paalen met Carr, looked 

at her paintings and drawings and took her for a grand dinner at The Empress Hotel. 

Carr didn’t think much of surrealism but she was thrilled to meet Paalen. Being contacted by Paalen 

must have helped Carr feel connected to Paris what was then the centre of art. 

 

“To my surprise,” Carr wrote in a letter which is quoted in the catalogue, “Mr. Paalen was very 

enthusiastic over my own work.” 

 

The title of the exhibition comes from the same letter where Carr refers to Paalen’s visit. The title, as 

Browne said, puts Carr right at the centre of the book and the exhibition. 

 

Browne said he had been researching a book on the connection between surrealism and the 

indigenous art of the Northwest Coast when he was included in early discussions for the 2011 show 

on surrealism at the Vancouver Art Gallery. Curated by Dawn Ades, The Colour of My Dreams 

exhibition displayed 15 Northwest Coast art works including a Kwakwaka’wakw headpiece from the 

collection of Andre Breton, the founder of surrealism. The exhibition also mentioned Paalen’s trip to 

B.C. 

 

Paalen eventually came to the conclusion that there was much more to Northwest Coast art and 

culture than what he and other Europeans had originally imagined. In the catalogue, he’s quoted 

saying that totem poles were “among the greatest sculptural achievements of all time.” 

 

Two years ago, the Gallery Wendi Norris in San Francisco contacted Browne to let him know about a 

Paalen exhibition. Among the works for sale was his epic painting Les cosmogones (The 

Cosmogons) which had been in the possession of a private collector for more than 50 years. 

 

“I don’t usually just get on planes but I did. I don’t quite know why I went,” Browne said. 

 

“I spent two days looking at (The Cosmogons) and I thought: ‘This has got to be here in Vancouver.’” 

He returned home and talked to Daina Augaitis, the VAG’s associate director and chief curator. He 

told her that Les cosmogones was a marvellous painting that was evidence of Paalen’s connection to 

the Northwest Coast. 

 

About a year later, Augaitis called Browne. She said it was time to include Paalen in one of the VAG’s 

ongoing series of exhibitions on Carr called “Dialogues With Carr.” 

 

In the exhibition, many of the paintings by the two artists are displayed with a great sense of visual 

awareness. There are several examples where paintings really do seem to talk to one another. 

 

Les étrangers (The Strangers ) was one of several paintings Paalen created with the help of a 

technique called fumage to help remove intentionality from his work. Fumage involved creating 

random patterns on a canvas by holding it over a candle flame and moving it back and forth without 

looking. The Strangers shows a group of vertical forms that resemble totem poles in an imaginary 

landscape. It’s displayed close to Carr’s Vanquished whose row of leaning totem poles on Skedans 

Beach in Haida Gwaii resembles the ones in Paalen’s painting. 

 

http://bit.ly/2a67q1m
http://bit.ly/29TVnkp
http://bit.ly/2a1EUxl
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Combat des princes saturniens III (Combat of the Saturnian Princes III) by Wolfgang Paalen. 

Carr represents a dense forest in Juice of Life (above) with vibrating bands in dark green, blues and 

browns. Directly across the exhibition room is Espace Libre (Space Unbound) by Paalen. Where 

Carr’s gestures and colours are subdued, Paalen’s are vibrating and pulsating. One writer described 

Paalen’s paintings as “Van Gogh on acid.” The circular forms in Espace Libre resemble the round 

eyes and sockets in a rare prehistoric Haisla stone figure Paalen bought in Bella Coola but which has 

since been lost. 

 

The Cosmogons (Les Cosmogones) is a beautifully dynamic painting dominated by numerous 

parabolas that recall the expressive formlines of Northwest Coast art. In a joining of masculine and 

feminine, the protruding ends of three parabolas meet in a circle in the centre of the painting. It’s 

displayed across from Carr’s Big Raven, a wonderful painting of a strong, diagonally-shaped raven 

pointing from earth to sky.  

 

At first, The Cosmogons appears to be an abstract painting. But Browne pointed out that if you look 

closely, you can barely make out three ghostly figures: they’re the Cosmogons who Paalen believed 

are forces or presences that have shaped the world through eternity even though they can’t be seen 

by normal vision. 

 

Both Paalen and Carr, Browne said, realized that the indigenous art of the Northwest Coast was 

about transformation. The exhibition isn’t about showing how one artist influenced the other but 

how both were influenced by Northwest Coast art. 

 

“They were both deeply moved and touched and kind of astonished by the great beauty and 

profundity of Northwest Coast art,” he said. 

 

Browne said the exhibition brings to light a side of Carr and the history of art that was hidden in plain 

sight “under our noses all along. 

 

http://bit.ly/29YJRUt
http://bit.ly/29QOWzw
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“When we put Paalen by Carr, we see Carr in a new light,” he said. 

 

“We see her as a serious and intelligent artist and writer.” 

 

I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer continues at the Vancouver Art Gallery to 

Nov. 13. 

 

 

BC Booklook 
#95 Wolfgang meets Emily 
 

By Elisabeth Otto |Feb. 27, 2017 

 

REVIEW: I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen 

in British Columbia 

By Colin Browne 

 

Writer, documentary filmmaker, and cultural historian Colin Browne has turned his attention to the 

fruitful meeting, in Victoria in 1939, between Emily Carr (1871-1945) and the Austrian-Mexican 

Surrealist artist Wolfgang Paalen (1905-1959). 

 

 
Colin Browne 

 

Paalen was en route between Hitler’s Europe and the safety of Mexico, where he was welcomed by 

Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo. There, he would abandon Surrealism and influence the development 

of Abstract Expressionism.    — Ed. 

 

Accompanying last year’s exhibition at the Vancouver Art Gallery, this catalogue takes the encounter 

of the artist Wolfgang Paalen with Emily Carr in Victoria in 1939 as an occasion to introduce the 

Austrian artist to a Canadian audience. 

http://bit.ly/29X6ef7
http://canadianart.ca/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Carr-Paalen-01.jpg
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Wolfgang Paalen (1905-1959) 

 

Writer and filmmaker Colin Browne, who curated the exhibition and wrote this catalogue, takes this 

brief encounter to highlight their shared fascination for the landscapes and monumental art of the 

people of the Northwest Coast First, which together had a huge impact on both artists’ work. 

This small but dense book offers a very helpful overview of the communities Carr had visited 

between 1907 and 1929 as a backdrop to Paalen’s journey to B.C. during the summer of 1939. 

In 1907, Carr had been the first Canadian artist to take a serious interest in the Native art and sites 

of the Northwest Coast, decades before Edwin Holgate and Anne Savage painted on the Skeena 

River and north coast in the 1920s. 

 

 
Emily Carr 

 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/
http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/
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Browne’s curatorial essay draws a portrait of Paalen and Carr, reconstructs their encounter from 

sources in archives in Europe and Canada, and shows where this encounter resides in their careers. 

At this time in her life, Carr had gained a national reputation through her Exhibition of Canadian West 

Coast Art: Native and Modern (National Gallery of Canada, 1927), and though her extensive 

participation in the Canadian modernist project led, in central Canada, by the Group of Seven. 

 

By 1939, when Paalen paid his pilgrimage to her in Victoria, Carr had entered the last phase of her 

career. They were introduced by Carr’s friend, the anthropologist William (Willie or Billy) Newcombe 

(1884-1960), and Paalen was also in contact with the ethnographer Marius Barbeau at the National 

Museum in Ottawa. 

 

In 1939, due to her declining health after a first stroke in 1937, Carr was unfit to travel and was 

turning her interest towards writing; her first book, Klee Wyck, would be published in 1941. 

Paalen was at a completely different point in his life and career. As an Austrian in Paris in the late 

1920s, he had become acquainted with modernist painting through his studies with Fernand Léger, 

and he had been introduced to the native art and material culture of the Northwest Coast through 

Surrealism. 

 

Like André Breton and other surrealists, Paalen started to collect shamanic charms, ceremonial 

regalia, and carved painted wood objects, including a small Northwest Coast totem pole that he 

found in a Parisian shop. 

 

While still in Europe, Paalen had developed an imaginary vision of Northwest Coast art and 

mythology that he would translate and incorporate into a technique he called fumage – or soot 

painting, in which smoke from a candle was transferred to paper or canvass. 

 

At first, Paalen saw Northwest Coast material culture as a collection of surrealist objects, but when 

he came into direct contact with Native art on his travels on coastal B.C., he would situate these 

disparate objects more fully into Northwest Coast communities, myths, and belief systems. 

 

Following his visit to B.C., Paalen left for Mexico where he found a second home at the outbreak of 

the Second World War. Browne shows that his trip to British Columbia affected Paalen’s artistic 

production and his writing, namely through his art magazine and journal Dyn, which he started in 

Mexico in 1942. 
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Willie Newcombe (1884-1960) 

 

The correspondence of Paalen and Newcombe from August 1939 up to January 1945, printed in this 

catalogue, is an appropriate starting point for any further research on Paalen’s continuing contact 

with B.C. and a valuable account of the long history of close collaboration between ethnographers 

and artists in the Northwest Coast region. 

 

Colin Browne’s selection of works by Carr and Paalen in the exhibit (which unfortunately I didn’t have 

the chance to visit), and in this book, shows a great sensitivity for their respective work and their 

artistic borrowings from the Indigenous cultures of the Northwest Coast. 

 

By juxtaposing early and late works from Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen, Browne was able to link 

two artists from different cultures and generations through their intrinsic sensibility to the underlying 

forces of Indigenous art. 

 

Having been educated in the tradition of French avant-garde art — Carr during her Paris sojourn in 

1910-11 and Paalen in the late 1920s – both artists shared the conviction that Western art could 

only gain by the close study of Indigenous art. 

 

And yet one should not forget that the intentions of Carr and Paalen were fundamentally different: 

whereas Carr depicted and interpreted the outer images of the Native heritage of coastal British 

Columbia, Paalen recognized in the art of the Northwest Coast the inner images of his own 

unconscious mind, a process he embarked on while still in Europe. 
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While I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me doesn’t shed much new light on Carr, it does 

enable Browne to affirm her importance for contemporary international scholars, artists, and 

ethnographers alike, including Newcombe and Mark Tobey in the 1920s and Paalen in the 1930s. 

 

 

Canadian Art 
Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen: I Had an Interesting French Artist 

to See Me This Summer 
 

By Robin Laurence | Oct. 10, 2016  

 

 
Emily Carr, Juice of Life, 1938–39. Oil on canvas. Collection of the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, Gift 

of Dr. Ethlyn Trapp, Vancouver. Photo: Stephen Topfer, Art Gallery of Greater Victoria. 

In August 1939, the Surrealist artist Wolfgang Paalen visited Emily Carr in her Victoria home. In 

September, Carr wrote to a colleague, “I had an interesting French Artist to see me this summer.” 

Rapport between her, then 67, grouchy, insecure and in poor health, and Paalen, half her age, not 

French, exactly, but a Paris-based Austrian, arriving on her doorstep after a momentous journey from 

Alaska to southern British Columbia, would have seemed unlikely. Carr deplored Surrealism, 

regarding it as the product of “diseased minds…skipping over sanity and decency.” 

Yet it appears that Carr was delighted by Paalen, who had joined the Surrealist movement in 1935 at 

the invitation of André Breton and participated in important related exhibitions in Paris, New York 

and London. 

During that 1939 visit to Carr’s little house, Paalen might have connected with her through the 

accounts of his travels to many of the same Indigenous Northwest Coast sites that Carr had visited in 

1908, 1912 and 1928. He also admired Carr’s “Indian” paintings, an undoubtedly gratifying 

experience for the Victoria artist, isolated as she was from the cultural life of the great cities—and 

confronted daily, in her cramped studio, with racks of unsold canvases. 
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These unsold canvases would become the Emily Carr Trust, the foundation of the Vancouver Art 

Gallery’s famed collection of her works. These unsold canvases, too, Carr would have pulled out to 

show Paalen and his two travelling companions: his wife, poet Alice Rachon, and his wealthy 

photographer friend and patron, Eva Sulker. 

Although the viewer can’t help but wonder about the Paalen trio’s ménage, the thoughtfully 

conceived and elegantly executed exhibition “I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This 

Summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia,” currently on at theVancouver Art 

Gallery, doesn’t dwell upon that. It focuses primarily on paintings and drawings by Paalen and Carr—

though some of Sulzer’s black and white photos, of Northwest Coast First Nations villages and 

monumental carvings, and a reproduction of a Rachon painting of Kispiox, in an issue of Paalen’s 

magazine Dyn, are included in the support material. 

 
Wolfgang Paalen, Combat des princes saturniens III, 1939. Fumage, oil on canvas. Collection of 

Andrew S. Teufel, San Francisco. Photo: Courtesy of Gallery Wendi Norris. 

 

Guest-curated by poet, essayist and filmmaker Colin Browne, “I Had an Interesting French Artist to 

See Me This Summer” explores thematic and philosophical parallels between Carr and Paalen. It 

suggests that, ultimately, both were compelled by a desire to express, through their art, a kind of 

transcendent condition or a cosmic energy, treating the natural world, in Carr’s case, or Indigenous 

art, in Paalen’s, as a conduit to that condition, that energy. 

Carr’s creative aspirations were profoundly shaped by an animistic form of Christianity, by her belief 

that God dwelt in every leaf, branch, and blade of grass within her beloved West Coast rainforest. 

Paalen’s philosophy is a little more difficult to grasp, attaching itself to science rather than religion, 

but at the same time, finding a transformational expression within the First Nations Art he 

encountered. 

In the exhibition catalogue, Browne writes, “the monumental and ceremonial works of the Northwest 

coast were, for Paalen, surging with a life force vital to the creation of a new humanity.” In 

Indigenous art, he saw “the universal interconnectedness of all things and the pulse of perpetual 

transformation.” 
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Wolfgang Paalen, La roue de l’orage, 1935. Oil, tempera on canvas. Collection of Lucid Art 

Foundation. Photo: Courtesy of Gallery Wendi Norris. 

“I Had An Interesting French Artist To See Me This Summer” is rooted in two important curatorial 

initiatives at the Vancouver Art Gallery. 

The first is the ongoing series of shows in which selections from the gallery’s collection of Carr 

paintings and drawings are freshly reconsidered by placing them in dialogue with the works of other 

artists and art movements, past and present. 

The second is the VAG’s 2011 Surrealist exhibition, “The Colour of My Dreams,” curated by the 

British scholar Dawn Ades. A wide and richly various survey of the movement, it also included 

examples of the Northwest Coast First Nations art that the European Surrealists found so appealing. 

In addition to his beautifully written catalogue essay for the Carr-Paalen show, Browne contributed 

an essay to the substantial “Colour of My Dreams” publication and has deeply researched the 

subject of the Surrealists’ particular interest in Northwest Coast visual culture for a forthcoming 

book. He is superbly qualified to illuminate the ways in which Paalen was influenced by the 

Indigenous art he saw and collected on his 1939 journey, and he has done an impressive job of 

gathering Paalen’s paintings from an international array of private and public collections. 

As well, Browne has unearthed a lode of archival materials related to the Carr-Paalen–Northwest 

Coast nexus and has seeded the show with quotes from both artists. 

Carr’s remarks about her creative aspirations and her deep connection with her subjects are familiar 

yet still illuminating; Paalen’s quotes, expressing his later philosophical beliefs (after he left the 

Surrealist movement) are more arcane, at least as delivered here. He apparently sought to reconcile 

his approach to abstraction with quantum theory and also with strange notions of ancestral beings 

existing alongside us through time and space. 

In one instance, Paalen demands, “Why should works of art be easy to understand in a world in 

which nothing is easy to understand?” Browne writes that “Paalen was profoundly alone in 

developing a complex private myth of ancestral figures and attempting to generate through his 

paintings the experience of being inseparable from timeless, limitless space.” 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/
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Wolfgang Paalen, Bella Coola, 1939.  

Oil on canvas. Collection Andrés Blaisten. 

 

The show opens with Carr’s post-Impressionist paintings of First Nations subjects, Kwakiutl 

House, Skidegate and Indian Raven, Yan. All were created in 1912 following her studies in France, 

probably exhibited in Vancouver in 1913, then put away, in discouragement, until her inclusion in the 

1927 breakthrough exhibition at the National Gallery, “Canadian West Coast Art: Native and 

Modern.” That show, of course, introduced her to the Group of Seven, validated her through a wider 

and more appreciative audience, and ushered her into a period of vigorously renewed creativity. 

Lawren Harris’s influence is evident in a number of Carr’s later-period works, such as Old Time Coast 

Village (1929–30), with its ghostly white dwellings and denuded poles, backed by a massive, 

sculptural curtain of dark green rainforest. In the exhibition, it is met by Paalen’s Surrealist paintings 

of the 1930s, including La roue de l’orage (The Wheel of the Storm) (1935) with its geometricized 

rendering of forms in murky space and its mask-like allusions to Cycladic art, and Les tours de 

lumière (Towers of Light) (1936), with its “totemic” forms hovering above a rocky and desolate 

landscape. A bird-like figure in this mysterious grouping appears to anticipate the monumental 

sculptures Paalen would later encounter on the Northwest Coast and speaks, too, to the crest figures 

of Eagle and Raven atop the poles Carr depicted. 

Paalen’s marriage of veristic and biomorphic Surrealism is highly reminiscent, perhaps derivative, of 

Yves Tanguy, although Paalen’s paintings are characterized by an increasingly dark mood of dread 

and foreboding. As the show tells us, his father’s Jewish background would have magnified his fears 

of Hitler’s rise to power and the malignant swell of anti-Semitism and bellicosity in Europe. 

These conditions are expressed in particularly sinister terms in Orages magnetiques (Magnetic 

Storms) (1938) and Combat des princes saturniens III (Combat of the Saturnian Princes III) (1939) 

with their clawed and tangled symbols of death, devastation and demonic evil. 

The nearby placement of Carr’s Vanquished (1930) its line of tilting mortuary poles fronting an 

abandoned Haida village, seems to pose a record of an already decimated people against the 

anticipation of another kind of holocaust. 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/the_exhibitions/exhibit_carrpaalen.html
http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/the_exhibitions/exhibit_carrpaalen.html
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Wolfgang Paalen, Messagers des trois pôles, 1949. Oil on canvas. Collection of Lucid Art Foundation. 

 

When Carr first undertook to depict Indigenous Northwest Coast poles in situ, her intention was 

documentary. As she enlarged her formal understanding of contemporary Western art, her depictions 

of monumental First Nations art were not so much records of what she believed to be a vanishing 

culture as they were vehicles for her own creative expression. 

After Harris persuaded Carr to give up First Nations subjects and focus on landscape, the coastal 

rainforest became that expressive vehicle. It also enabled her to more fully realize her spiritual 

beliefs, imposing them more compatibly on the landscape rather than on a separate and distinct 

material culture she scarecely understood. Her paintings of soaring evergreens, of old growth and 

new, and of wide open skies above tracts of logged-over and torn-up land, make ecstatic use of 

rhythmic concentricites. 

Through repetitive and pulsing lines and forms, as seen in Juice of Life (1938–39) and Above the 

Gravel Pit (1937) Carr unconsciously aligns her art with the mystical and the transcendental (and, 

more obviously, with the paintings of Vincent van Gogh). 

In the early 1940s, after he had settled in Mexico, Paalen also began to paint and draw concentric 

lines and forms—in some cases, such as an untitled 1941 drawing, using hatched lines, circles and 

parabolas to signify a kind of universal energy. (The parabola was an especially important form for 

him.) 

As well, he pursued a number of rhythmic variations on a small, crouching figure in stone—an 

ancient, First Nations object of uncertain origin, which he acquired in Bella Coola. His attachment to 

and inspiration from this figure is consonant with the Surrealists’ belief that, in Indigenous art, “the 

sacred, the aesthetic and the practical were united by a single generative impulse.” 

Again, Browne writes that Carr and Paalen both “opened themselves to the pulsing rhythms of 

cosmic energy that coursed through all inert and living things: Carr’s trees, swaying and trembling 

with the spirit of God; Paalen’s little stone ancestral figure, in a state of flux and metamorphosis.” 

After severing his ties with Surrealism and its dedication to tapping interior realities and the 

unfettered impulses of the unconscious mind, it seems that Paalen sought to expand consciousness 

outward, toward something vast and universal, in accord with his interpretation of quantum theory. 
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The climax of the show is provided by four big, luminous abstractions by Paalen, includingNuit 

tropicale (Tropical Night) (1948) and Messengers from Three Poles (1949). We’re told he eschewed 

the spiritual, seeking a cosmological understanding through science rather than religion, and yet, 

among the curving forms and mosaic-like paint application that characterize these later abstractions, 

there is the persistent suggestion of large, hovering, sometimes winged beings, of ancestors, angels 

or archetypes in configurations of three. 

In repudiating Surrealism, Paalen also disavowed representation, and is credited with setting the 

stage for the New York abstractionists. Yet somehow, at least in the late works on view here, he 

could not relinquish depicting those mysterious, spectral figures. 

When Carr depicted three tall trees in a clearing, as in an untitled landscape of 1938–39, the trinity 

was certainly Christian. 

It appears Paalen would have refuted any such interpretation to his groups of three, but it is possible 

that the pervasive symbolism of Christianity had imprinted itself on his unconscious. 

 
An archival image of Emily Carr installed alongside one of her paintings at the Vancouver Art Gallery. 

Photo: via Vancouver Art Gallery Facebook page. 

 

Although this exhibition draws many productive formal and thematic parallels between Carr and 

Paalen on formal and thematic terms, thornier issues also rise to the surface. 

What these unlikely contemporaries shared, beyond their creative struggles to express their 

transcendent visions, was Modernism’s need to compel the art of the colonized Other to conform to 

its beliefs—whether that had to do with the white settler’s conviction that First Nations art and 

culture were disappearing (Carr) or a sense of the inter-relatedness of all things and the inter-

penetration of multiple planes of existence (Paalen). 

With the Surrealists, there was a deep disenchantment with the “civilized” West and a longing to 

identify with alternative cultures and spiritual values, and a conviction that Indigenous artworks 

could serve as “luminous guides for a world that would have to renew itself…”. 

With Carr, there was the personal sense of alienation, of being an outsider and therefore the desire 

to identify herself with a marginalized people. 

In a subtextual way, this exhibition forces contemporary viewers to confront our post-modernist 

distaste for the appropriation and misreading of the cultural expressions of others. 
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In this apocalyptically over-heated, over-polluted and over-populated age, we are also inclined to 

disparage the romantic conviction that there is no disaster—no clearcut, no open-pit mine, no 

disease-ravaged village—that nature cannot heal, that nature cannot transcend. 

We’ve become jaded. Angels—whether in the form of trees, rocks, or looming ancestral figures—no 

longer dwell among us. 

“I Had An Interesting French Artist To See Me This Summer: Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in 

British Columbia” is at the Vancouver Art Gallery until November 13. 

 

 

Art21 Magazine 
I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: Emily 

Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 

 
By Colin Browne | Nov. 30, 2016 (Nov/Dec 2016 Issue) 

 

For years, their encounter was relegated to a footnote. In August 1939, just over two weeks before 

Canada declared war on Germany, the modernist painter Emily Carr opened the door of her cottage 

in Victoria, British Columbia, to one of the bright young surrealists of Paris. Wolfgang Paalen, his wife 

Alice Rahon, and their companion Eva Sulzer were concluding a three-month journey to the 

Northwest Coast of North America, visiting Indigenous villages from Alaska to Vancouver Island, 

many of which Carr had visited thirty years earlier as she embarked on her project of documenting 

every remaining totem pole in situ. 

 

At sixty-eight, Carr was twice Paalen’s age. She was a demanding, disciplined, self-critical artist with 

little patience for the erotic excesses of Surrealism, although she was no prude. Her favorite literary 

companion was Walt Whitman. She’d just finished reading Gertrude Stein’s Picasso. Encouraged by 

Lawren Harris, she had shifted her attention from depicting the monumental art of the Northwest 

Coast to focusing on the forest, testing the possibilities of abstraction through depicting shafts of 

light and flaps of vegetation and working quickly on paper with gasoline-thinned paint in order to 

loosen up her technique. She was seeking a way to coax the rushing movement of the divine onto 

the canvas. Paalen understood immediately that she was struggling to integrate inner and outer 

visions. I imagine Carr excitedly pulling out canvases to show her visitors from Paris. To John Davis 

Hatch, the director of the Albany Institute of History and Art in New York, she later wrote, “I can’t get 

the surrealist point of view; most of their subjects revolt me…To my surprise Mr. Paalen was very 

enthusiastic about my work. I felt like a hayseed but he found something in it.” 

 

Like Carr, Paalen was disciplined and restless. As he left Paris, he was on the verge of renouncing 

Surrealism. He’d begun to conceive of contemporary art as a catalyst for human possibility. The 

journey to the Northwest Coast—writing notes, taking pictures, shooting 8-mm movies and visiting 

Indigenous villages—was as much a flight from Europe and the approaching war as it was an 

opportunity for renewal. Paalen longed to stand among the monumental poles of the Northwest 

Coast, to breathe the air the great carvers had breathed in, and to immerse himself in a living world 

of ancestors. The works painted prior to his departure, such as the Combats des princes 

saturniens and Orages magnétique, with their terrifying prophecy of the catastrophe to come, 

represent his state of mind as he set sail for North America. 

 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/
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Paalen, Rahon, and Sulzer eventually settled in Mexico City. Paalen established a studio and began 

the most productive period of his life, producing paintings and drawings, theoretical articles on 

contemporary art, and five issues of his innovative journal, Dyn. In Paris, he had painted a series of 

surrealist works he called Paysages totémique and Paysages totémique de mon enfance. Now he 

began to explore the possibilities generated by his experience of the Northwest Coast. “This is the 

moment to integrate the enormous treasure of Amerindian forms into the consciousness of modern 

art,” he wrote in 1943. He began to imagine a contemporary art of the possible, in which human 

consciousness would regard itself as inseparable from the invisible, elemental energies of the 

cosmos. The works Polaritiés chromatique and Éspace libre present whirling forms and parabolas 

that suggest every moment is a moment of origin. In later works like Les cosmogones, one 

encounters massive energies, unexpected colors, and great ancestral figures integrated into a 

surging blizzard of paint. Carr would have understood Paalen’s attraction to quantum theory. 

Addressing herself in her journal in 1931, she wrote, “Go out there into the glory of the woods. See 

God in every particle of them expressing glory and strength and power, tenderness and protection.” 

Both artists strove to reveal the invisible within the visible. Paalen’s influence on Abstract 

Expressionism was considerable. “Paintings no longer represent,” he wrote in 1945, “it is no longer 

the task of art to answer naive questions. Today it has become the role of the painting to look at the 

spectator and ask him: what do you represent?” 

 

Editor’s note: This text was excerpted from a talk given by the author in conjunction with the 

exhibition he curated, I Had an Interesting French Artist to See Me This Summer: Emily Carr and 

Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia at the Vancouver Art Gallery, June 1 – November 13, 2016. 

 

 

BBC Cultural Calendar 
Emily Carr and Wolfgang Paalen in British Columbia 
 

By BBC | June 2016 

 

 
 

 

http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/the_exhibitions/exhibit_carrpaalen.html
http://www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/the_exhibitions/exhibit_carrpaalen.html
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