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Preface:
This is a rough transcription of the talk I gave“Spirituality and Art: Emily Carr
and Vincent Van Gogh”for the Henri J.M. Nouwen Lecture in Contemporary
Spirituality at Sacred Heart University on March 18, 2015. I have attempted to replicate
(from my notes) some kind of cohesive narrative that reflects what I spoke to the
audience at Sacred Heart.
I was kindly invited by Dr. Michael Higgins to deliver the fourth annual Henri
J.M. Nouwen lecture. Dr. Higgins had reviewed my book of poetry, Saviours in This
Little Space for Now: Poems for Emily Carr and Vincent van Gogh, in his column in
New Brunswick’s Telegraph Journal in 2013 and later invited me to speak at Sacred
Heart. I am incredibly thankful to Dr. Higgins for this opportunity and, even more so, for
introducing me to Nouwen and his work.
Before being asked to give this lecture, I had no knowledge of Nouwen, his
scholarship or influence. I was told I did not need to speak about Nouwen in particular,
but, of course, I began to research, at an early date, the man in whose name I would be
speaking. If I had thought I could give myself a crash course in Nouwen, I was greatly
mistaken and realized this immediately when I discovered Nouwen was the author of
thirtynine books and had a solid international following and reputation. I was
embarrassed, in fact, that I didn’t really know anything about him. I was also fairly
reticent when I began to research Nouwen wondering what I could possibly share in
common with a Catholic priest or what would interest me about him, the dogma of
organized religions having bothered me often and deeply over the years. Interestingly and
most genuinely, though, after dipping into Nouwen’s work, I soon discovered that I
greatly admired Nouwen. I was not able to read all of his works in preparation for my talk
(nor, as I’ve already stated, was Nouwen’s writing or scholarship the focus of the event);
however, what I did read left me wanting to read more. What jumped out of the pages of
my reading was a man so compassionate and humble that he seemed to often lack the
ability to protect himself or give to himself after he had given so much to others. And he
went further than a lot of human beings, I think, and tried with what feels to me to have
been an uncanny sense of compassion (even for one dedicated to a ministry) to help
alleviate the suffering of others. It is this great and real sense of compassion which, to
this point, typifies Nouwen for me in however brief my forays have been into his work
and life.

“Spirituality and Art: Emily Carr and Van Gogh”

1

Slide 1
It is a great pleasure to be invited here to Sacred Heart to give the fourth annual Henri
Nouwen lecture. The focus of my talk tonight is two visual artists—the wellknown
Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh and the lesserknown, though no less brilliant, Canadian
artist Emily Carr, who hails from my home province in British Columbia, Canada. In
particular, I’m going to talk to you tonight about the research that went into my latest
book of poetry, Saviours in This Little Space for Now: Poems for Emily Carr and Vincent
van Gogh (published in 2013).

I have inserted the slides I showed the night of my talk. I have also maintained brief
“paragraphs” here in the transcription to indicate the manner in which the talk was
written for oral delivery. Most of these images are readily available in the public domain.
For those images which are not, I have provided information in the footnotes.
1
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So I’ll begin with the following question: What sense does it make to talk about Emily
Carr and Vincent van Gogh in the context of an event dedicated to the memory and work
of Henri Nouwen? I am not a theologian or religious studies scholar. I am not a Nouwen
scholar. I am not a Catholic. I am a poet, as well as prose writer, and a professor of
English literature (with several specialties, including a specialty in First Nations
Canadian literature of the 1960s and 1970s). When Dr. Michael Higgins asked me to give
this talk, I obviously began to research Nouwen in order to understand in whose name
and memory I would be speaking. And after some careful consideration, I’d like to say
that giving a talk about two compassionate visual arts within the context of and
admiration for Nouwen somehow seems appropriate.
I’m not sure I have anything concrete—certainly nothing empirical—to tell you about my
research and poetry. And with that in mind, I’d like to borrow some words from Nouwen
to begin this talk tonight. When I began considering Nouwen, Dr. Higgins drew my
attention to the fact that Nouwen had given a course on Vincent van Gogh and that some
of his class notes and lectures from that time period at Yale were housed in the
2
collections at St. Michel’s College, Toronto.  Thanks to the archivists there, I had a
number of Nouwen’s lectures and class notes couriered to me in Newfoundland, and I
want to begin considering what Nouwen had written in his class notes for Monday,

The Henri J.M. Nouwen Archives and Research Collection, St. Michael’s College,
University of Toronto.
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October 3, 1977 for his course at Yale “The Ministry of Vincent Van Gogh.”  He said,
“we do not want to come out of the course as people who know everything about Van
4
Gogh but as people who caught a glimpse of the truth” (14).
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I think that was a brave thing to say to a university class, and I admire the fact that
Nouwen wasn’t intent on filling his students’ minds with facts. I also want to point out
here that I don’t have any neat thesis to deliver tonight. What I simply want to suggest, in
large terms and somehow through the course of this talk, is that Van Gogh and Carr were
spiritual artists, that there is a great sense of conviction and belief in their artwork, and
that there is great compassion in their work. I also want to suggest that these artists—both

I asked Higgins if Nouwen had taught the course at Harvard, too. “Nouwen may well
have taught a version of the Van Gogh course at Harvard, but it was conceived at, and
taught for, the combined faculties of fine Arts and Divinity at Yale,” Higgins informed
me (email correspondence 20 May 2014).
4 The finding aid, under “Custodial History,” indicates that “Nouwen developed a regular
practice of having his lecture notes and class handouts bound at the end of each course,
which were in turn deposited at the Yale Divinity School Library and the library at the
Abbey of the Genesee” (“Henri Nouwen Fonds—Teaching Materials”).
5 Kevin Dwyer, Photograph of Henri J.M. Nouwen, 1996.
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of whom were incredibly lonely and isolated during their lives—turned to the canvas as a
medium to express their worship or praise. Their belief.
Let’s begin with a basic review of Van Gogh.

Slide 4
Vincent van Gogh was the eldest son of a Dutch Reformed minister and a bookseller's
6
daughter.  He was an art dealer and clergyman before he heeded his brother Theo’s
7
advice and decided to become an artist at the age of twentyseven.  Over the course of his
decadelong career (1880–90), he produced nearly 900 paintings and more than 1,100
8
works on paper.  He is perhaps considered one of the greatest painters of all time.
I spent about three to four years researching Van Gogh and spent quite a bit of time in
Amsterdam at the Van Gogh Museum—both in the museum itself (which houses some of
 his is a typical manner in which Van Gogh’s biography begins (to underscore his
T
religious underpinnings and literary background, I assume). This is how the Metropolitan
Museum of Art begins Van Gogh’s biography:
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/gogh/hd_gogh.htm.
7 The fact that Theo told Van Gogh he should become an artist was a point emphasized to
me by Hans Luitjen, Senior Researcher, Van Gogh Museum Library, and one of the
editors of Vincent van Gogh: The Letters.
8 Metropolitan Museum of Art.
6

5

Van Gogh’s most precious paintings) and in the Van Gogh Museum Library. (Located at
the back of the museum, the library houses an important collection of records on Van
Gogh.) What stood out to me most during the course of my research on Van Gogh, or
what my research led me to consider first and foremost, is the fact that Van Gogh’s first
love was preaching. From an early age, Van Gogh aspired to preach, and he did preach.
He preached amongst the poorest of the poor in the Borinage, in Belgium, between
1878October 1880.
Notably, Van Gogh writes to Theo in one of his early letters (1876) that spreading the
gospel would always be his first aim: “When I was standing in the pulpit,” Van Gogh
writes, “I felt as if, emerging from a dark cave under ground, I had come back to the early
daylight, and it is a delightful thought that in the future wherever I shall be, I shall preach
9
the Gospel (Dear Theo19).

Slide 5
The authoritative source for Van Gogh’s sentiment here is actually the relatively new
publication Vincent van Gogh: The Letters (Van Gogh Museum, Huygens Institute and
Mercatorfonds, 2009) housed online by the Van Gogh Museum library. The portion of
Van Gogh’s letter to Theo, written from Isleworth, Friday, 3 November 1876, is now
translated by experts as follows: “When I stood in the pulpit I felt like someone emerging
from a dark, underground vault into the friendly daylight, and it’s a wonderful thought
that from now on, wherever I go, I’ll be preaching the gospel–to do that well one must
have the gospel in his heart, may He bring this about. God says, Let there be light: and
there is light” (http://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let096/letter.html).
9
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Several years later, Van Gogh would write to Theo and also indicate that, in artistic
masterpieces, there was, for him, always some kind of expression of spiritual belief: “Try
to understand the last word of what the great artists, the serious masters, say in their
10
masterpieces; there will be God in it.”

Slide 6
It’s interesting, then, to consider an early reproduction or mimicking that Van Gogh
produced of JeanFrancois Millet’s The Sower and the manner in which perhaps Van
Gogh’s later painting of the Sower with Setting Sun is also not just a form of homage that
Van Gogh is paying to the master, Millet, but also an attempt to express his own belief in
God.

Cf. Vincent van Gogh: The Letters, Letter 155, To Theo van Gogh, Cuesmes, between
about Tuesday, 22 and Thursday, 24 June 1880
(http://vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let155/letter.html).
10
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Now, there are many critics and admirers of Van Gogh who do focus on the time Van
Gogh spent in the Borinage in Belgium preaching; but where I might depart from some, if
not many, of them is by suggesting (as I firmly believe) that painting was secondary to
Van Gogh, that he took up painting because he had lost his first love—the ability to
preach. Van Gogh was basically fired in the Borinage. He was deemed too overzealous
by the church and its board and they let him go. Van Gogh would write pages and pages
11
of sermons (they would go on forever), and his energy drained people.  He freaked out
the poorest of the poor and the toughest of the tough, what we would call in
Newfoundland the “hard tickets” of the mining community in Victorian Belgium. That
takes talent.
I don’t think Van Gogh ever recovered. He was absolutely broken hearted. His brother,
12
Theo, suggested to Vincent that he should become an artist.  Van Gogh came from a
family of art dealers. He knew the profession. And so, Van Gogh relented and picked up
the brush. But as I would argue, he never put his congregation down.
What I mean to suggest is that Van Gogh’s pulpit transferred itself to canvas. Van Gogh
learned to express his belief in paint. And I believe that because his desire to express
belief was so great his paintings were great.
This is something that Nobelprize winning author Derek Walcott captures in his latest
play, O Starry Starry Night. I’m going to show you a brief clip from this play, which I
was privileged to see when it had its Caribbean premiere in St. Lucia. I had already
completed my research and book of poetry by the time this play first hit the stage, but
Walcott captures here part of the essence of what I’m trying to say. I’m going to show
you a brief clip from the Essex production where O Starry Starry Night premiered first in
England.
Van Gogh’s need to exalt, his great sense of conviction, what became the basis for his
greatness, I feel, is addressed during a scene with Theo and Van Gogh where Theo
13
explains to Vincent that he understands the conviction behind his paintings.

This point was also emphasized to me by Luitjen.
See the description of Theo under “Correspondents” in Vincent van Gogh: The Letters
(Van Gogh Museum Library): the editors note that “Theo had made the initial suggestion
that he become an artist, helped him think of training opportunities, and put him in touch
with useful people whenever he could”
(http://vangoghletters.org/vg/correspondents_2.html).
13 There were technical difficulties the night of my talk, and this clip wouldn’t play. I was
going to show from 16:1017:41 from the following clip:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dJTIhjr5yw0.
11
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But what kind of belief was Van Gogh, brothelloving, boozeloving, temperamental, and
perhaps violentattimes man trying to express? Sometimes, I think the greatest truths
come out in paradoxes, because, against the context of this troubled man, one might
14
realize that he was almost wounded by his sensitivity to human suffering.  To understand
this, one can consider, for example, some of Van Gogh’s most stunning portraits of
women.

 ouwen employed the term the “wounded healer,” which formed the title of one of his
N
books, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society. Higgins notes that “the
notion of ‘wounded healer’ originates with Anton Boisen but [that] the actual wording is
more elusive. Certainly, Nouwen ‘owned’ it and developed it as a concept to a degree
unmatched in his time” (Higgins, email correspondence 20 May 2015).
14
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Seeing the originals of many of these works at the Van Gogh Museum was the basis for a
number of poems in Saviours and a certain understanding that I took away from my
research on Van Gogh. I feel it was Van Gogh’s sensitivity, and, perhaps, a certain
wounding, to employ Nouwen’s term, coupled with a belief in something that could
transcend both these things, that gave him the power behind his art and that left us the
gifts of his art.
For instance, and although it may not accord well with twentyfirst century feminist
beliefs, this prostituteloving man showed incredible compassion for the situation and
15
plight of women.  Perhaps part of this compassion or understanding came from the love
and understanding Van Gogh had for his sister, Willemina (or Will or Willemien), who
suffered, like Van Gogh, from mental illness but who, like many women of her time, was
not given the same care, attention and respite as men of her day. Willemina was locked
up in House Veldwijk, a psychiatric institution, in Ermelo for most of her lifetime with
the key thrown away, so to speak. The great compassion for women that Van Gogh
portrayed in his paintings, most notably from his Brabant period (188385), was the
inspiration behind a poem I wrote called “Heads of Peasant Women in Brabant,” and I’m
going to read it for you tonight.

I took some time here to talk about the haunting nature of these portraits and the
manner in which Van Gogh somehow represented how these women lacked choices.
15
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Heads of Peasant Women in Brabant
Behind, there is nothing to run to. No field, no sky.
Warm, past verdant, flicks stonehewn faces.
Hunkered in darkness, you’ll never speak of almond
blossoms worlds away from sober brushes.
Capped in white, read, hair desiring to hang loose,
you travel to museums, Sotheby’s auction. Private
lives. Pinned to walls, portraits record
properties of soil. Yet no fresh air infuses
any room.
Stagnant, solid, yet sure of yourselves, voices
whisper: Time, an augur, makes sense of birds
at last. Let be. As if a gunshot disturbed
their flights in fields, we sit laden, Curious to fly.
Dear women perched in public, you are part Willemina,
Van Gogh’s sister. Deemed demented. Locked in House
Veldwijk, Ermelo, forty years. Yet you are all pure
witness. Amnesty, asylum, the falconer’s gadgets held
somewhere in your reach.

13

You linger like springs in Nuenen.
(from Saviours 39)

Nouwen also realized and spoke about Van Gogh’s great compassion. In his article
“Compassion in the Art of Vincent van Gogh,” Nouwen wrote that “when we read
Vincent’s letters and contemplate his paintings and drawings, three aspects of
compassion come into focus: solidarity, consolation and comfort.” To go further,
Nouwen maintained that Van Gogh, like all those who are compassionate, “manifest their
human solidarity by crying out with those who suffer” (3).

Slide 14
Indeed, it’s evident to me, too, that Van Gogh did feel and experience, in a heightened
way, the suffering of those around him (this realization comes through most strongly in
his portraits of women and his paintings and sketches of Dutch peasants). However, I
think I’d go one step in a different direction here.

14
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That is, what stands out to me (or what crossed my mind numerous times during my
research) is that Van Gogh’s real suffering might have been attributable to the fact that he
didn’t have anyone to pray with. He had lost his congregation. He had no one to worship
with. And I think it drove him nuts . . .
This sense of isolation/loneliness (a spiritual isolation) is something I address in my
poem “Van Gogh Painting Sunflowers.” The poem is about Gauguin’s painting of Van
Gogh, painted when the two artists shared the yellow house in Arles.

15
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Van Gogh Painting Sunflowers (after Gauguin)
Gauguin paints you angry. Though we don’t see this at first.
At first, there’s Gauguin. His twisted views. They extend
some love, though you repose reticent, hang
back from your own flowers. Brown jacket shrugs.
The only painting in glass in the Van Gogh Museum.
I’d say you were not always kind. Sometimes
you were. You vented opposite colours.
Like your Zouave. These reds and greens
do not soothe. He is fierce. Sometimes I imagine
myself like him.
Your palette grows in the presence of Monet, Seurat.
Context on the third floor. I see you
depart from all others.
None can dispute you were lonely. I have grown
more lonely, too. In your presence. Today, writing of you
from B.C., the sky, overcast, does not afford
one single flower.

16

At times I’d say you also felt absurd
amongst the resolute of seasons.
(from Saviours 45)

So . . . Loneliness. Isolation. Compassion. Conviction. The loss of a congregation or
people to commune with . . .
What happens when there is no one to cry out with?
The poem I’ve just read shifts at its end to B.C. where I wrote a significant portion of this
book. And leaving these questions I’ve just asked open and large, I’d like to shift the
focus of this talk at this point to B.C. and to Emily Carr.

Slide 17
As I will go on to suggest, Carr, for different reasons, perhaps, than Van Gogh, was
plagued, too, by a sense of loneliness and isolation, consumed by conviction and
separated, too—like Van Gogh—from likeminded people with whom she could share
her beliefs.
It was in British Columbia on sabbatical that I spent most of my time working on Carr. I
had had a long fascination with Carr, since she is the bestknown painter from my home
province of British Columbia, and I first got interested in her through her writings when I
was an undergraduate student at the university of Victoria. (I like to show photos of Carr
17

as a young woman as well because people seem to always want to depict her as the
eccentric, if not crazy, older woman, and I think it’s healthy and important to understand
her as a vibrant artist who was also a beautiful woman.)

Slide 18
I don’t have time here to summarize all the details of Carr’s life, but I’m going to outline
some large considerations.
Emily Carr is one of Canada’s most notable visual artists (I think the best that Canada has
produced). She was born in 1871 in Canada’s westernmost province, British Columbia,
and died there in 1945. As a young woman, Carr studied art in San Francisco. She would
return from her studies due to financial circumstances and join her sister Lizzie at a
Presbyterian mission for a short while in a First Nations community, Ucluelet. Here, she
began sketching First Nations communities and peoples—what stands as early evidence
of a lifelong commitment.

18
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Carr travelled to London England in 1899 (and I’ll talk about this period in later detail in
a moment), and she would return to B.C. in 1904. She moved to Vancouver for a period
of time, travelled to Alaska with her sister Alice (notably, one of Carr’s Alaska Diaries,
which was thought to have been destroyed, was discovered just recently in 2013 in a
16
basement in Montreal),  where she was thought to have sketched totem poles for the first
time. She travelled to France in 1910 and studied postimpressionist art, moved back to
Vancouver in 1912 and returned to Victoria in 1913, where she would begin life as a
landlady. For nearly fifteen years her art production dwindled. In addition to the fact that
these were the lean interwar years and Carr needed money, her spirit had also been
broken because it seemed, to her, that her artwork was largely unappreciated.
Here are some examples of Carr’s early work.

 s Kerry Mason reminded me, Carr produced at least two Alaska Diaries, one of
A
which was recently found. See the Globe and Mail’s article “After Decades in a
Basement, Emily Carr’s Alaska Diary Sees the Light of Day” at
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/arts/artandarchitecture/afterdecadesinabasemente
milycarrsalaskadiaryseesthelightofday/article14435692/?page=all.
16
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In 1926, the wellknown Canadian ethnographer and folklorist Marius Barbeau visited
Carr in Victoria, and Carr would later be invited back east to Ottawa to exhibit her work
17
alongside the Group of Seven.  Here, in 1927, Carr was inspired like never before. (“Oh
god, what have I seen?” she breathed, when she saw the work of the Group of Seven for
18
the first time.)  She also struck up a strong friendship with Lawren Harris, one of the
19
group’s members, and they would remain friends and correspondents until her death.
Indeed, we can see a new kind of influence and vitality in Carr’s work after this time
period (just as an aside here, I’ll say that I find it interesting that this image—Carr’s
Indian Churchwas chosen for the promotional poster to advertise this evening’s talk).

 he notes which accompany the AGO’s current exhibition on Carr’s work, From the
T
Forest to the Sea, provide more specific information: “In 1927, Carr met ethnologist
Marius Barbeau and National Gallery director Eric Brown, who reignited her sense of
creative possibilities. Carr’s work was included in their landmark touring show
Exhibition of Canadian West Coast Art: Native and Modern, an event that relaunched
Carr’s journey of cultural and artistic discovery. Over the course of the next three years,
encouraged by Toronto artist Lawren Harris and other members of the Group of Seven,
she would create some of the most bold and dramatic paintings of her career.” See the
chronology (of Carr’s life) provided by the Vancouver Art Gallery for subtleties and
interpretations of dates:
http://www.museevirtuel.ca/sgccms/expositionsexhibitions/emily_carr/en/about/chronol
ogy.php
18 This is an oftquoted line and is mentioned in many a source; it was made in a journal
entry by Carr on November 17, 1927 and is found in her posthumously published
journals, Hundreds and Thousands (6).
19 Harris also became the artistic executor of Carr’s estate.
17

21

Slide 22
In 1937, Carr suffered the first of several heart attacks, and she could no longer travel
about in the wilderness and paint; here, I’ll show you a photo taken in 1934 of Carr and
her famous “Elephant,” a caravan she had purchased in 1933 so she could camp out
comfortably in B.C.’s woods (along with an entourage of pets she loved very much),
painting in the day and writing in the evening.
What I want to underscore here is that Carr was also a writer.

22
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And she was a talented writer, too. In 1941, she won Canada’s prestigious Governor
General’s award for her first book, Klee Wyck.

23

Slide 24
Carr published two other books in her lifetime—The Book of Small (1942) and The
House of All Sorts (1944). The rest of her literary works were published after her death in
20
1945. And here, and having just referenced Carr’s passing, I’m just going to take a
moment to show you a photo of TseShaht artist and writer George Clutesi, to whom Carr
willed her paints, unused canvases, and brushes.

Slide 25
What I want to underscore is that Carr remained committed throughout her life to First
Nations art and communities—this is where she gained her inspiration (perhaps her
belief, too—as I will go on to suggest), and this muse set her apart and isolated her from
many people and fellow artists.
Only nownearly seventy years after her death—has Emily Carr just had her first solo
21
international exhibitionat the Dulwich Picture Gallery in London, England,  and I’m

Growing Pains (1946); The Heart of a Peacock (1953); Pause: A Sketch Book (1953),
and Hundreds and Thousands (1966).
21 This talk was given before the exhibition moved to the Art Gallery of Ontario, where it
opened on April 11 and where it will run until July 12, 2015.
20
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going to show you a trailer for that exhibition here because it underscores something I’d
22
like to pick up on (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xWKlYBDAIU).
It is interesting that Ian Desjardin, cocurator of this groundbreaking exhibition of Carr’s
work and Director of the Dulwich Picture Gallery, would begin by noting that Carr’s life
was one of struggle. The more I read about Van Gogh during my research—and I
mentioned that my study of Van Gogh began through his writings—his letters to
Theo—the more I was reminded of the sensibilities of Carr.
Both artists—Van Gogh and Carrwere desperately lonely. Both isolated themselves for
large periods of time. Both artists spent much of their lives compassionately painting or
depicting the impoverished or misunderstood. While, for Van Gogh, it was the deprived
working class and, often, prostitutes to which he devoted his time, for Carr, it was the
First Nations of her day who were not embraced or understood in Carr’s time.
However, I must say that I really began to earnestly bring together both artists only after
realizing that both Van Gogh and Carr had had breakdowns and that both of them had to
take refuge for some time in asylums. Van Gogh, of course, spent time at a psychiatric
institution in Arles, between December 188889, and in an asylum in St. Remy, between
May 1889May 1890. Carr, too, was hospitalized because of mental suffering when she
was in London, England. Between January 12, 1903 and March 17, 1904, Carr was
hospitalized in a sanatorium in Suffolk, England. Having had something akin to a
nervous breakdown, Carr was diagnosed a hysteric, as so many women of her day were,
and she was put into the only place around—a tuberculosis sanatorium—where she
received “medical treatment” for her “condition.”
There is an incredible amount of despair I encountered when researching Carr’s time in
Londona despair that reminded me of the kind of despair Van Gogh chronicles in many
of his letters to Theo. I think because Carr was separated from Canada’s West coast and
the artwork and inspiration of the First Nations and surrounded by the drab and
uninspirational art—as Carr saw itof the Westminster School of Art in England that
Carr was unable to stop a spiraling depression brought about by her brother Dick’s death,
23
the amputation of a toe, and overwork.  More than anything, I believe it was the removal
from the source of her inspiration, from the gods which gave rise to it, and from the
palliative property of art, that led to and extended Carr’s “crash.”
Carr did not get better quickly . . . Carr’s doctors and the sanatorium in which she spent
time did not fuel her creativity. She was forbidden to work. She received hot and cold
treatments. She received electroshock therapy. Carr did try, however, to work around
 gain, due to technical difficulties, the video clip did not play the night of the talk;
A
however, I addressed the central point Desjardin makes in this trailer used to advertise
From the Forest to the Sea: Emily Carr in British Columbia.
23 See my essay “Afterword: So Few Cores that Match” in Saviours in This Little Space
for Now for more information about this time period in Carr’s life.
22
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things. She adopted birds as pets. She grabbed a pen when she could and sketched and
produced what would become Pause: A Sketchbook, a work that would be published after
her death.

Slide 26
Here, I’ll read for you a poem called “The Lonely Flits of Gods,” which is a response to
Carr’s time in East Anglia.
The Lonely Flits of Gods
In the East Anglia Sanatorium, I will stop and pause.
I will write a book called Pause. I will be starved,
force fed, sweep snow off sheets. I will receive
shocks, summon little birds as gifts.
Have them chloroformed before I leave.
Such fatigue and overwhelming need. Breathe this
to no one once I’m back on west coast shores.
Let people see through myths.
To be a woman is always to be mad.
There is no cure.
On the streets they whisper as I pass, netting on my head

26

no more than holding wisps in place, dogs in two
no more than my best friends who do not make
a judgment.
I do not care for flattering crowds or wagging tongues
and will remain as Ogden Point. Its stony finger
reaches out to Salish seas.
We two are one. And in the setting sun I pray
forgiveness for the maddening world.
Klee Wyck I have been named. I will laugh
whenever I see fit.
(from Saviours 15)

What is remarkable, though, about Carr and Van Gogh is that both these artists were able
to create throughout the course of their lives despite their mental suffering. . . And what I
wish to underscore here (as I think I have done throughout my poems in Saviours), is the
idea—in which I strongly believe—that art (to artists and others) can be a salve—that it
has, or can have, a healing property, and that the basis of this healing property might be
spiritual.
However, perhaps it was the case that Carr, like Van Gogh, did not have anyone to
“worship” with, either, or that she didn’t for a very long while. And here, what I really
mean is that she had very few likeminded people with whom she could share her belief
system. Carr really stood outside her own time. She had been raised Christian and
attended both the Presbyterian church and the Anglican church as a child, but she
embraced the First Nations art she admired around her as she grew up on the coast of
B.C. Inevitably, I think that means she also embraced the belief systems behind these art
forms—or, at the very least, she spent much of her energy and time trying to understand
them—trying to understand what gave force and meaning to the art she admired so much.
Whatever belief system Carr had formed for herself (or which she found thrust upon her,
perhaps through a kind of osmosis)—a syncretic belief system—was not shared or
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understood by many others (perhaps not even understood by Carr herself).
With this point in mind, I’d like to consider here a painting by Carr entitled Vanquished.

I point out in the afterword to Saviours that Carr had not been able to embrace
Theosophy (Carr had been introduced to Theosophy by Lawren Harris and others). I also
point out here that “Carr maintained a belief in her Christian upbringing” (76). However,
what I want to stress is that Carr was able to marry the Christian precepts of her youth
with something else and that the mixture certainly shaped her most mature vision, as well
as her estrangement from others.
24
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In 1933, this painting was chosen to represent Western Canada in an exhibition in
Holland “known as the International Fine Arts Exhibition.” A reporter for the Vancouver
NewsHerald reported back to the West coast that Carr’s work had gone over very well.
In particular, he wrote the following: “Miss Emily Carr’s picture Vanquished, one of her
modernistic studies of a deserted Indian village in B.C. . . . received warm praise from the
25
critics, and was especially mentioned as ‘the only one with a spiritual tendency’.”
I think those are very notable words. What does that mean, for example, for a painting to
have a spiritual tendency? More importantly, perhaps, why is it the case that a Dutch
audience would praise Carr while Carr was largely unappreciated during her lifetime in
Canada?
As much as Van Gogh had lost a congregation, perhaps Carr had never been fortunate
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enough to find one.  Carr was creating during a very racist time in Canadian history. She
“ B.C. Picture Wins Praise in Europe: Victoria Painting Exhibited in Collection in
Geneva,” NewsHerald, Thursday, 21 December 1933: 3.
26 Dr. Higgins asked a question after the lecture. “What about friends?” he asked.
“Wasn’t that a difference between Van Gogh and Carr? Didn’t Carr have friends?”
Indeed, as I responded, Carr did have friends, unlike Van Gogh (though Van Gogh had
Theo). That is a really important difference. Carr had Sophie, Lawren Harris, Ira
Dilworth and others. What I wish to underscore more fully at this later date in the
transcription of this talk is that Carr’s peculiar spiritual stance, I think, sharply set her
25
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was embracing not only artistic forms and styles of the First Nations but also the belief
systems (either wittingly or unwittingly) that gave rise to them. At the same time, she had
found a way (in what was really a period of apartheid in Canada) to marry her own
Christian upbringing with Indigenous beliefs.
I think what Carr captured in this painting (and in many other paintings) was a strong
spiritual belief that emanated from the Canadian landscape and that had been defined and
given voice by very old spiritual First Nations traditions. It was something Carr believed
in (with or without consciously defining or being able to define this belief) . . .
What I mean to suggest, is that Carr had begun to believe in a more syncretic way—
in a way that mixed the beliefs she had inherited from her Christian upbringing and the
beliefs that grew out of First Nations art and ideology. In this sense, she was very
different from fellow artists and citizens of her day. This mixture of belief, this searching
for belief and this sustained attempt to express belief (perhaps to pray to both the god
with which she had been raised and the gods she had met and learned to respect) come
through in Carr’s paintings—especially her more mature ones.
In her posthumously published journals, Carr recounts attending a Christian church
service and indicates that her exposure to and appreciation of First Nations belief posed a
challenge to perhaps the monotheistic Christian upbringing that shaped her:
Dr. Clem Davies preached on Moses seeing but not entering the promised
land. Moses knew God face to face. I had a little speech on the ideals of
Indian art in my pocket all typed and threw it into the collection dish instead
of my offering in its envelope. What on earth would Clem think at such an
offering? And I am afraid it had my name on it.
(Emily Carr, Sunday, January 24th, 1935, Hundreds and Thousands).
Whatever belief came through in Carr’s most mature works captured the intersection of
belief, spirituality and transcendence. I don’t know how else to explain it.
And whatever else, and to sum up this talk tonight, all I’m able to say with any kind of
conviction is what I was able to say after writing this book: I think Van Gogh and Carr
were spiritual artists and I think, perhaps, that spiritual conviction is one of the telling
characteristics of great art. I don’t know. . .
One thing I did discover, for sure, over the period of my research is that Carr had actually
paid direct homage to Van Gogh in some of her works; though I had initially become

aside from people/a likeminded community. This was perhaps a specific sense of
isolation that even Van Gogh didn’t feel. While Van Gogh had lost a congregation, the
nature of his faith was well recognized/institutionalized. Carr’s belief system (perhaps a
belief system she did not fully understand herself) did not have a church, so to speak.
29

interested in these artists and their connections through their writings, it turns out that
Carr had consciously experimented with Van Gogh’s style at different points.

Slide 28
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What I do think I know, too, is that exposure to great art and the ability to practice art (if
one is a practitioner) has a healing property.
Saviours also includes the story of an unnamed narrator who observes Van Gogh’s and
Carr’s artwork and who receives solace and healing from their art. And I’ll end tonight be
reading my poem “The Pink Peach Tree,” the last poem in the book’s third section, “The
Truth in These Stalks,” where the narrator encounters Van Gogh’s The Pink Peach Tree
for the first time.
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The Pink Peach Tree (after Van Gogh)
i
Some days we rise in earnest, convinced it will not come.
Your pink peach tree juts into the bluest sky.
Today is a good day to wash out clothes.
Tomorrow we can’t be sure things will rise just so.
We curse the coming on.
I wanted beauty, colours in your pink peach tree.
But in Amsterdam, all salves failing, there is nothing
romantic about it. Who cares for your starry night,
staunch and droopy sunflowers? They are Venus
Flytraps. Scratch at lungs of air.
I want for you the comfort of a loving home, slippers
slipped on your feet.
ii
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Startling change of lights.
And the purpose behind it: to heal. To see things
without the blunt and ephemeral the pointillists
gave you.
Your pink peach tree is a savior in this little space
for now.
The crowds gather in front of your sunflowers.
But I can’t bear it. Can’t take the truth in these stalks.
Your pink peach tree, Van Gogh.
Your pink peach tree.
(from Saviours 46)
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Note: Thanks go to Dr. Michael Higgins, for inviting me to give this lecture, for going
over this transcription before its deposit into the archives, and for his gracious spirit; to
Ami Neville, for helping out with a myriad of details and for her kindness; to Lawrence
Carroll, for showing me around Sacred Heart, helping to organize details, and for his
kindness, too; to Gabrielle Earnshaw and Carlos GrandosOcon, for sending me some of
Nouwen’s material in preparation for my talk and expediting my requests; and to Kerry
Mason, instructor in Canadian and Northwest Coast Art History, History in Art
Department, University of Victoria, for going over a draft of this transcription before its
deposit into the collections. Thanks also go to Rachel Fraser and Bradley Mackenzie who
were brilliant and helpful research assistants.
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