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and Indigenous art histories. In the summer of 1926, he trav-
eled up the Skeena River valley in the company of fellow artist 
Edwin Holgate and their host, the influential ethnologist Marius 
Barbeau.1 The latter had negotiated free passage for the artists 
aboard the Canadian National Railway as part of a plan to docu-
ment and restore Gitxsan crest poles by promoting their tourist 
potential.

This expedition was the opening move in Barbeau’s bold 
gambit to invite the Group of Seven and associates to forge a 
new image of Canadian landscape inspired by their encounters 
with the rich material cultures of Indigenous Peoples in Western 
Canada.2 A consequential outcome of this project would be the 
1927 touring Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art: Native and 
Modern, which, under Barbeau’s guidance, mounted both an 
unprecedented pairing of masterpieces by Euro-Canadian and 
Indigenous artists and provided Central Canada’s first exposure 
to Emily Carr.3

In photo-documentation of the National Gallery of Canada’s 
presentation of Canadian West Coast Art, Carr’s Graveyard 
Entrance, Campbell River (1912)—now in the permanent collection 
of that institution—hangs immediately adjacent to Jackson’s Night 
on the Skeena River, which is identified as Totem Poles, Hazelton in 
the exhibition catalogue.4 Carr’s journals reveal her admiration 
for Jackson’s Skeena canvases, some of which she viewed in his 
Toronto studio. “I loved his things,” Carr enthuses, “particu-
larly . . . three canvases up Skeena River. I felt a little as if beaten 
at my own game. His [Indigenous] pictures have something mine 
lack—rhythm, poetry.” 5 Carr was uniquely qualified to assess the 
exceptional merits of Jackson’s Skeena pictures, having executed 
several works on the same theme in 1912. For instance, Totem 
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essay by adam lauder

Dancing northern lights accentuate the dynamic rhythms 
of tilting crest poles in this magical painting of the Gitxsan vil-
lage of Hazelton by A.Y. Jackson. The work is a dramatic record 
of Jackson’s participation in a watershed episode in Canadian 
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this sketch is also revealing, however, of the creative licence that 
Jackson took with his subject. In the finished painting, the artist 
notably adds two poles not documented by either Barbeau or 
contemporary photographs: the smaller central pole as well as 
the sharply slanting one in the distance. These elements contrib-
ute to the rhythmic effect of the composition that so impressed 
Carr, while also revealing Jackson’s subtle resistance to Barbeau’s 
ambitions.

Although a 1927 Maclean’s Magazine article authored by 
Jackson endorsed Barbeau’s restoration efforts, his 1958 auto- 
biography expressed reservations about this work that can also be 
gleaned from Night on the Skeena River. 7 The dramatically angled 
crest pole that Jackson inserts into this painting is consistent with 
his comment in the latter text that he and Holgate “preferred 
the poles leaning forward or backward.” 8 Jackson’s addition of 
the leaning pole in Night on the Skeena River is thus more than a 
picturesque flourish: it deftly amplifies the Gitxsan opposition 
to Barbeau’s preservation project that Jackson recorded in his 
memoir.

As he wrote to Barbeau, Jackson considered Night on the 
Skeena River to be among a short list of “the best” canvases he’d 
painted over the fertile ten-year span beginning in 1922.9 Its bold 
composition, assured brushwork and lyrical palette testify to an 
artist at the peak of his creative powers. Jackson harnesses these 

Pole at Hazelton (1912), now in the permanent collection of the 
National Gallery of Canada, portrays a reverse view of the crest 
pole farthest to the left in Jackson’s painting. Relatedly, Carr’s 
Indian Totem Pole, Hazelton, Skeena River, British Columbia (1912), 
in the collection of the Art Gallery of New South Wales, depicts 
a frontal view of the crest pole second from the left in Jackson’s 
picture. Carr’s Hazelton paintings corroborate the siting of Jack-
son’s Night on the Skeena River as a view up the titular waterway 
from the hill just north of St. Peter’s Church, an identification 
consistent with historic photographs in the George and Joanne 
MacDonald Northwest Coast Image Archive digitized by Simon 
Fraser University.

The majestic crest poles featured in Jackson’s Night on the 
Skeena River can be cross-referenced with Barbeau’s 1929 book, 
Totem Poles of the Gitksan, which the ethnologist was researching 
while traveling with the Group of Seven artist. Through detailed 
iconographic analyses, Barbeau identifies the Gitxsan title-hold-
ers memorialized by the hereditary crests visible in supporting 
photographs, including Gitemraldo (far left) and Sanaws (far 
right).6 A 1926 sketch by Jackson from the collection of Naomi 
Jackson Groves, his niece, testifies to his remarkable ability to 
capture symbolic details necessary to such interpretive work in 
swift but precise pencil strokes. While furnishing additional evi-
dence that Night on the Skeena River portrays a specific location, 
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expressive resources to fashion a new type of Group of Seven 
landscape, one that is aware of Indigenous presence on the land 
and that pays homage to Indigenous arts.

We thank Adam Lauder for contributing the above essay. 
Lauder is an art historian based in Toronto and an instructor at 
the University of Toronto as well as an adjunct professor at the 
Ontario College of Art and Design.
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Jackson himself knew that he had made new strides in his work 
on the Skeena and specifically in this painting. In a letter of 
June 27, 1933, Jackson wrote to Barbeau that he included this 
work on a list he made of the works he considered his most 
important from the decade starting in 1922. 5 Emily Carr also 
recognized and appreciated Jackson’s Skeena works. In 1927, she 
visited Jackson in his studio and recorded in her journal that she 

“loved his things, particularly . . . three canvases up Skeena River. I 
felt a little as if beaten at my own game. His [Indigenous] pictures 
have something mine lack—rhythm, poetry.” 6

Carr likely looked at this painting, which Jackson would 
have had ready to take to the exhibition. Later, Jackson’s niece 
Naomi Jackson Groves wrote that it was Jackson’s canvases on 
Skeena subjects that “truly imprinted Emily with new richness 
and poetic mood and sent her back to do her own great ‘new 
visions.’ ” 7 Paintings such as Night on the Skeena River can there-
fore be regarded as about one great artist using the work of 
another as a touchstone to emulate. Carr would have recognized 

essay by joan murray

A.Y. Jackson produced some magical paintings in the 1920s. 
Made with a bold, expressionist touch and rich colour on medi-
um-large canvases, his images of landscapes, Quebec villages, 
and the homes and poles of the First Nations have a remarkable 
staying power. Whatever he painted, Jackson’s work always 
involved a modernist rethinking of lessons he had learned in 
studies abroad, which he combined with a new kind of liberty 
discovered through contact with Tom Thomson and the Group 
of Seven. While his earlier work had a darker palette and denser 
composition, in works such as Night on the Skeena River, the forms 
seem to sing to each other across open space.

As in other works of the 1920s, Jackson painted the scene 
as though he were alone in the landscape. With this scene, the 
viewer feels instinctively Jackson’s ability to create a powerful 
and poetic mood. As the critic Fred Jacob wrote of Jackson’s 
works of 1924, such as Dawn—Pine Island (in the McMichael 
Canadian Art Collection), each presents “a mood of nature per-
fectly expressed with refinement that does not mar the power of 
the conception.” 1

Jackson painted about six canvases from studies made during 
his trip to the Skeena River in 1926. 2 Of the works known so 
far, this canvas and Kispayaks Village (collection of the Art Gal-
lery of Greater Victoria) are the largest. Night on the Skeena River 
is closely related to a drawing in the collection of the National 
Gallery of Canada, on which Jackson wrote “Hazelton, B.C.” 
However, as in other works he painted of this area, he generalized 
the totem poles—he had drawn them in detail only at Kispiox, 
farther down the river. Without much that was specific in First 
Nations information to convey, he diverted the viewer’s atten-
tion to what he knew he could paint with devastating power—the 
northern lights in the sky, the light on the water and the mountain 
ranges in the background, indications of the way he felt about the 
place he visited.

One feature in the painting reveals Jackson’s preference in 
painting totem poles. He and fellow artist Edwin Holgate, who 
was accompanying him on the trip to the Skeena in 1926 with 
Marius Barbeau, preferred the way the poles leaned forward or 
backward to being set in concrete straight in the ground, as the 
Canadian National Railway engineer who was with them, a Mr. 
T.B. Campbell, had been charged with doing. (When the two men 
complained to him about the way he was straightening the poles, 
Campbell replied that he could not put up leaning totem poles, 
but he added, “You can make them lean any way you like in your 
drawings.”) 3

Jackson also recorded in his autobiography that the way the 
poles were being restored in terms of colour was absurd. The First 
Nations had only a few earth colours, which Jackson described as 

“quiet and dignified,” as he painted them here. 4

In the Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art: Native and Mod-
ern at the National Gallery in late 1927, Jackson’s work was not 
singled out for as much praise as the Indigenous art and the work 
of Emily Carr. However, Barbeau chose to reproduce Kispayaks 
Village in his book The Downfall of Temlaham (1928), proof that 
Barbeau recognized the importance of Jackson’s contribution. 
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in paintings such as this work the rightness with which things fit 
together. Jackson here achieved a kind of lock of different parts, a 
coherence that leaves the viewer entranced by his achievement, 
essentially private in spirit, but tough and of fascinating beauty.

We thank Joan Murray, former curator of Canadian art and 
chief curator (1972) at the Art Gallery of Ontario, for contributing 
the above essay.
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