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In the first and last years of my ministry here, I’ve had the privilege of being introduced 

to two of Canada’s great female artists.  In 2002, there was a major exhibit at the VAG featuring 

the work of Frieda Kahlo, Georgia O’Keefe and Emily Carr.  I knew about the first two; it was 

Emily Carr that was the revelation and, frankly (imho), her art blew the others off the wall.  

And then, this past October, along with Diana and our daughter Hannah, there was an 

exhibit I was very fortunate to see at the Penticton Art Gallery that featured artwork by Mary 

Riter Hamilton.  Until that day, I had never heard of her or her art even though she lived the final

three decades of her life here in Vancouver.  In her day, especially in the opening decades of the 

20th century, Hamilton was quite renowned in Canada as a portrait and landscape painter.  In 

1922, she received one of the most prestigious awards, and the first ever give to a Canadian, by 

the French government in recognition of a unique exhibit of her work at the Paris Opera House.  

In the Penticton art exhibit, Hamilton was cited by its curator as a “fearless, trailblazing artist” 

who left us, left Canada, an “incredible legacy.”  And I knew nothing about it.  

I’ll be speaking about Mary Riter Hamilton, but in order to better appreciate her legacy, I 

want to talk about a book called The Gift: How the Creative Spirit Transforms the World, first 

published in 1983 by the American poet, translator and essayist Lewis Hyde.  For years, Hyde 

had struggled to explain to people and himself why he devoted time, energy, and all that labour 

to something as seemingly peripheral and non-paying as poetry.  

Hyde read widely, and he came upon the work of early 20th century anthropologists who 

explored gift exchange economies and cultures in aboriginal societies from Africa, to Polynesia 
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to Alert Bay off the tip of Vancouver Island.  In these cultures, and I witnessed this first-hand in 

the early 1990s among Navajo and Hopi communities in the American Southwest, persons of 

consequence—a chief, an elder, an artist of renown—were worthy of respect, status and 

imitation because of their ability to disperse—that is, to give away—their goods, their wealth, 

their work and wisdom.  From material things to creative works of art and craft, goods in these 

societies have particular value when they’re treated as gifts, and gifts generate value when and as

they are continually given away.  This on-going exchange, this gift giving, creates social, 

emotional and spiritual bonds as they pass from hand to hand.

Reading about gift exchange and its effects gave Hyde the framework he was looking for 

to understand his own situation and that of artists living in an age “whose values are market 

values and whose commerce consists almost exclusively in the purchase and sale of 

commodities.”  Think about it: When we talk about talent and inspiration, and people have for 

thousands of years, we often say they’re gifts.  Hyde argues that this language should also extend

to the products of talent and inspiration.  In contrast to something like an automobile, whose 

value declines the moment it changes hands, an artwork gains value by being circulated—a poem

published, a painting exhibited, a piece of music performed and then they’re shared, cherished 

and written about—and the giving of the gift goes on as it’s passed along from generation to 

generation.  

Why do artists have to explain their devotion of time, energy and labour to the production

of a work of art?  “Every culture offers its citizens an image of what it means to be a man or 

woman of substance,” write Lewis Hyde; and he goes on: “There have been times and places in 

which a person came into his or her social being through the dispersal of gifts”—the person is 

esteemed by virtue of the gifts that flowed out from them into the community.  A market society 
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reverses this picture: getting and consuming, rather than giving, is the mark of a person of worth.

And as long as this assumption rules—and my god, how it rules!—a nagging sense of 

worthlessness or triviality dogs those who “labour in the service of a gift and whose products are 

not adequately described as commodities.”  (And do I need to say that that sense of not 

measuring up in the eyes of the world haunts not only the artist, the poet, the musician?;  it also 

nags away at the homemaker, the retail clerk, the hospital orderly, the sanitation worker, and 

myriad others!  Imagine a world without them.)

What is the nature of art?  A novel may teach us empathy by helping us imaginatively 

enter the life world of another person, time and culture.  Enlivened by the melodies and rhythms 

of music, dance may foster an appreciation for our bodies and their movement in space and time.

Drawing may satisfy a deep hunger for slowing down and being actively, manually in vivid 

relationship with the things we see and yearn to know.  And even if we’re not artists, writers, 

dancers, musicians, chances are we “come to a painting, to poetry, to the stage hoping to revive 

the soul.”  To revive the soul.

When “art acts as an agent of transformation,” writes Lewis Hyde, “we may correctly 

speak of it as a gift.  [And] a lively culture will have transformative gifts as a general feature…it 

will have methods of passing knowledge from old to young; it will have spiritual teachings 

available to all” to awaken and nurture the soul; “it will have artists whose creations are 

transformative gifts” and it is in the very nature of a gift that it gains value when it’s shared. 

There’s a lot more that could be said about Lewis Hyde’s book.  (It’s a fabulous mixture 

of economic theory, accounts of gift-giving customs, folk tales about the use and misuse of gifts, 

marketing stratagems and religious rituals.)  But the main point here is art comes as a gift, and in 

gratitude, the artist gifts it forward into the world.  Its reception can occasion transformations of 
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heart and mind—I’ve certainly been a beneficiary, and as a recipient of the exchange comes the 

compelling, unspoken demand for reciprocity—reciprocity which includes spreading the word, 

thanking the artist and paying for the work.  Speaking of which, we may not live by bread alone, 

but if there’s no bread, good luck staying alive!

How do artists stay alive in the physical world?  Should they be sustained in part by 

reciprocal gifts tendered by the public?

Which brings me back to the story of the Canadian artist Mary Riter Hamilton.  She was 

born in 1868 to a homesteading family in Ontario.  She set up shop as a hat and bonnet maker in 

Port Arthur when she still in her teens.  There she met and married Charles Hamilton in 1889.  

Together, they ran a flourishing retail business.  But then successive tragedies struck.  Three 

years into the marriage, Mary lost a stillborn son, and then fourteen months later her husband 

Charles died.  He was thirty years old.  Mary was twenty-six.  The proceeds from the sale of their

business enabled her to re-locate to Winnipeg and enter a solidly middle-class life.  In Winnipeg,

she immediately began training in the fashionable art of painting on china which she soon 

mastered, taught, exhibited to acclaim and successfully sold.  During this time, she also began to 

paint in watercolours and run her own studio.  

In 1901, Hamilton was thirty-three.  Knowing that to be taken seriously as an artist and of

her own need to develop her skills, Hamilton left Canada for Europe where, for the next ten 

years she trained rigorously in art schools and academies in Berlin and Paris.  By 1911, when she

returned to Canada and settled over in Victoria, she had received notice and acclaim in Paris and 

London, Toronto, Montreal and Winnipeg; her portfolio included truly fine works of portraiture 

and landscape, and she began to acquire a significant set of patrons for her work  
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Though it’s clear she wasn’t won over to experimental trends like Cubism, Fauvism, 

Futurism and the like, you can get an idea from the illustrations on the first page of our insert that

Hamilton was accomplished in conventional academic techniques (such as accurate modelling, 

proficiency in drawing, and brush control) and she’d really taken in the lessons of Impressionism

with its emphasis on depicting ordinary, modern life, open brush work and the overall visual 

effects of light outside in the natural world instead of tightly controlled detail in the studio. 

Then in 1914, the First World War broke out in Europe. By the end of the conflict in 

1918, nearly 620,000 Canadians had enlisted in the armed forces; 60,000 of them were killed in 

action with over 172,000 wounded, many of them returning home grievously injured; and an 

estimated 27,000 were missing in action—the sites of their deaths and remains still unknown.  

This was an enormous number of total casualties for a population of only eight million people.

As early as 1916, Mary Hamilton asked the government to send her to Europe to witness, 

report and paint the Canadian war effort.  Unlike a number of male artists who were 

commissioned and sent to the Front as official war artists, Hamilton’s requests were flatly 

denied.  Undaunted, she threw herself into volunteer work for the Red Cross, the Belgian 

consulate here in BC and sold paintings, the proceeds of which she donated to war relief 

organizations.  

And it was here that something unusual took place.  As the war came to a close in 

November 1918, the editor of the Gold Stripe, a publication of the Amputation Club of British 

Columbia promised a special issue to document the deeds of local men who had served in the 

war.  Knowing Hamilton’s desire to be of service and her reputation as an artist, the journal 

commissioned her to go and paint the battlefields where Canadians had fought during the war.

She readily accepted the offer and left for Europe mere months after the Armistice. 
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“I had made up my mind,” she said, “that where our men went under so much more dreadful 
conditions I could go; and I am very proud to [be] able, even in a small way, to commemorate 
the deeds of my countrymen, and especially, if possible, to lend a helping hand to the fellows like
those of the Amputation Club who will be life-long sufferers from the war.  It is fortunate that I 
arrived before it was too late to get a real impression.”  

Think about it for minute.  Hamilton was fifty years old and living in relative comfort in 

Victoria.  She had her own studio, art students, prestigious clients, and her apartment was a hub 

for fashionable, Parisian-like, cultural gatherings.  She left all that behind.  As well, she was sent 

by a soldiers’ organization, by men who had fought and returned grievously wounded by the 

war.  She wasn’t sent by the government; she had no official rank, uniform or status; no car, 

driver or income as had male artists sent by the Canadian War Memorial Fund.   “The work was 

done for love,” she wrote, “for the love of those who had fought and fallen in Flanders Fields; 

for love—and, if it might be, to help perpetuate the memory of that sacrifice, and to comfort, if 

possible, some who were bereft.”

And so, for the next three years, Mary Riter Hamilton painted what was, in effect, a war 

map of places where Canadian soldiers had fought: from Amiens and the Somme in the south to 

Ypres and Passchendaele in the north.  Some places were infamous, like St. Julien where 

Canadians suffered the first gas attack of the war on the 22nd of April 1915; others, were sites of 

renown and victory like Vimy Ridge.  She captured scenes of ghostly and still-smoking forests, 

shell craters, abandoned posts, trenches, dug outs and roadside graves.  Her work brought to 

home a soldier’s eye view, close to and under the ground, and of a landscape churned up by tens 

of millions of artillery shells, littered with debris and yet slowly coming back to life.  

She painted outdoors, on-site, in the field for weeks and months at a time under 

frequently appalling and dangerous conditions: there was unexploded artillery ordnance 

everywhere, trenches were liable to collapse without warning and she worked in all kinds of 

6



weather.  She sketched and painted quickly and on a small scale on plywood, cardboard and 

canvass in order to keep mobile and catch the impression of the scene at the moment. 

“The first day I went over Vimy,” she wrote, “snow and sleet were falling, and I was able to 
realize what the soldiers had suffered.  If there is something of the suffering and heroism of the 
war in my pictures it is because at that moment the spirit of those who fought and died seemed to
linger in the air.  Every splintered tree and scarred clod spoke of their sacrifice….  To have been
able to preserve some memory of what this consecrated corner of the world looked like after the 
storm is a great privilege, and all the reward that an artist could hope for.” 

 In all, Hamilton achieved 350 paintings and sketches; by far more than any other war 

artist.  It was her intent, from the outset, not to sell the paintings, but to keep them together as a 

collection and gift them to the Canadian people.  “I came out because I felt I [had to]..before it 

was too late,” she said.  “Any thing of worth or beauty which may be found in the pictures 

themselves reflects only dimly the visions which came then; the vision which came from the spirit

of the men themselves.”  

So why is it, given this remarkable achievement—these evocative, intimate, beautiful and

generously heartfelt paintings, so free of posturing and sentimentality—why are they so little 

known in Canada today?  There a few things I’ve left unsaid about the artist.

During those years of painting, Hamilton endured hostile weather, malnutrition and 

sickness that cost her the sight of one eye and that broke her health for the rest of her life.  She 

used up the modest stipend from the Amputation Club in the first year and survived thereafter on

irregular sums raised by the sale of her art by friends back here in BC.  Remember, she was on 

her own: she paid for travel to the battlefields, for supplies, food and lodging out of her own 

meagre resources. She didn’t even have enough money to pay for her return to Canada with her 

collection of art until 1926.  Those funds she raised herself in Paris, in spite of broken health and 

hunger, mostly by painting and selling beautifully decorated silk scarves.  

7



And by 1926, too much time has passed; people had moved on.  When Hamilton sought 

to donate her pictures to the National Gallery, she was turned down, told by its director Eric 

Brown: “your paintings would add little to what is already a large collection of national war 

memorials.”  Fortunately, at least the Dominion Archives said yes; and on July 27, 1926, 

Hamilton officially gifted 227 paintings, drawings and pastels of her war art as “an entirely free 

gift without any obligations…except that of preserving them with care” and “wanting only that 

the works benefit war veterans, their families and future generations.”  

Hamilton struggled with ill heath and poverty for the rest of her life, and though she tried 

to revive her career here in Vancouver, she never painted seriously again, and died in poverty at 

BC’s Essondale Mental Health Hospital in 1954.  

Her collection in the National Archives, now described as “one of the most poignant, 

sweeping, selfless and exhilarating wartime memorials” was rarely seen or appreciated for more 

than sixty years.  Then beginning in the mid 1980s, thanks to the painstaking work of a handful 

of art historians and museum curators, Hamilton’s tribute to Canadian soldiers and the 

landscapes on which they fought and fell has been slowly excavated and began to be exhibited 

across Canada.  I want to thank Angela Davis, Kathryn Young, Sarah McKinnon and others for 

their ground-breaking work in returning Mary Riter Hamilton to us; thanks to Paul Crawford of 

the Penticton Art Gallery for curating the exhibit of Hamilton’s work that we were privileged to 

see back in October, and to Hannah for bringing us to the Gallery that day.  And thanks to the 

artist Matthew McFeely who told me about Lewis Hyde’s book The Gift.

Please see the images of the two paintings on the last page of the insert.  At the foot of 

those wayside crosses in Arras where men fell in battle, the earth begins to renew itself in green 

and above the rubble, clouds sail in blue skies.  And in the painting below—the trenches 
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crumble, the earth of the Somme, pummeled and churned for years by artillery to a barren chalk, 

now fill with poppies brilliantly red.  Life, loss, and life reborn.

Mary Riter Hamilton’s art, long obscured and unappreciated, is slowly being 

rediscovered and valued as a unique body of work—highly skilled, intimate interpretations of 

suffering, sacrifice, and regeneration.  Bestowed by her as a free gift to the Canadian people, 

they are beyond the price of the market; they’re not commodities, they’re gifts—and as we 

learned in the beginning of these remarks, according to poet Lewis Hyde, it is in the nature of a 

gift that it be shared, and of the work of art that it revive the soul and act as an agent of 

transformation.  

Having lived with art and music all my life, and with Mary Riter Hamilton these past few

months, I can attest that it can be so; not always, but it can work like that.  And now, I pass the 

gift of this great Canadian artist along to you.

(see Kathryn A. Young and Sarah M. McKinnon, No Man’s Land: The Life and Art of Mary 
Riter Hamilton, University of Manitoba Press, 2017; interview with Irene Gammel, “WW1’s 
Forgotten Heroine,” TVO interview, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xaFd39PkJcI; and 
Lewis Hyde, The Gift: How the Creative Spirit Transforms the World)
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