
Revisiting The Heart Of 
London 

The distortions of perception created 
by London, Ontario regionalism 
have hampered communication be-
tween regional and international au-
diences. The diversity of conflicting 
views in London regionalism sug-
gests that our understanding of new 
ideas is limited 
by and literally 
rooted in the psy-
cho-geography of 
its practitioners. 
Such a miscon-
ception leads us 
to conclude that 
we are somehow 
isolated, living 
apart from a 
world of ideas. 
It is my intention 
to focus on and 
identify the issues and contributions 
made by some principal participants 
in the art making of London, On-
tario, Canada from 1964 to 1983. To 
do so entails making distinc-
tions about an art practice 
bounded by a region. Form and 
content speak universally to 
critical art making with a world 
perspective. Thus, an art prac-
tice that universally informs re-
gional boundaries extends and  
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thereby transcends its terms of 
reference. In these special cir-

cumstances, cultural alternatives 
make themselves felt and present 
a critical method for observing 

that cultural phenomenon.  
My principal purpose is to dem-
onstrate the validity of the depth 
and scope of the art making that 
emerged from the middle class in 
the early 1960s in London, On-
tario. I cannot be all-inclusive, 
but I can present examples of in-
dividual methods and the princi-
ples shared by the artists of that 
community.  
By way of introduction, art making in 
London, Ontario can be accessed by 
revisiting ‘The Heart Of London’. 
This (heart) is a single profound ques-
tion: what makes an art object a con-
crete reality? The question implies a 
preoccupation with notions of origi-
nality and/or authenticity, which de-
pend on an evolutionary dialogue of 
universal forms. We must see these 
dialogues in relation to a world per-
spective; otherwise we are not really 
seeing them.  
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An effective process of realization in-
vites initiators to make critical distinc-

tions about the form and origin of 
their creative activity. In other words, 
art makers are necessarily engaged in 
making their art self-consciously with 

a world perspective, understanding 
possibilities by observing other exam-

ples. Artists who observe world art 
and transform their observations of art 
making discover how to make art that 
is a part of the universal process of art 

making. 
For example, Greg Curnoe’s work of 
the early 1960s is structurally reminis-
cent of the 1950s figurative painting 

of the artists of the Isaacs Gallery — 
in particular the figurative motifs of 
Graham Coughtry — although it did 
not look anything like their work. Cur-
noe chose a reduced palette, using the 
white of the ground and a few dark 
colours in coarse, stiffly drawn cross-
hatched paintings of checkered clad 
men and women on beds. Not only 

was Curnoe making a conscious refer-
ence to the crosshatch and checkered 
technique of the English artist Stanley 
Spencer, but these works may also 
have anticipated his later interest in 

the controversial Dorothy Cameron 
'Eros' show (which was banned by the 
Toronto morality squad in the mid 
1960s). Curnoe’s style and technique 
were direct, his colours somewhat ten-
tative; yet the subtle  
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sexual overtones made the images ar-

resting. 
Curnoe’s April, May, Toronto, Mont-
real (1964)1 is evidence of a dialogue 
between artists. I saw this painting in 
the artist’s studio and later at the 
David Mirvish Gallery in Toronto. As 
I recall, the central image was of Jack 
Chambers sitting at a tavern table 
playing cards; Sheila (Thomson) Cur-
noe appeared as a walking-woman. 
The bold, two-dimensional, comic-
book balloon shapes and colours of 
this painting projected their message 
loud and clear.  
A controversy erupted regarding the 
walking woman figure: it was sug-
gested that Curnoe borrowed the idea 
from Michael Snow. However, Cur-
noe had used a walking-figure motif 
in a 1963 painting, Myself Walking 
North in the Tweed Coat, now in the 
collection of the Vancouver Art Gal-

lery. This painting anticipated the use 
of a figurative construction that rotates 
through a dynamic flow of horizontal, 
vertical, and oblique planes comple-
mentary to the action of Sunday La-
crosse at Talbot School (1964). See-
ing those paintings by Greg Curnoe, 
and by contrast, I was able to extend a 
plastic construction to give greater  
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depth and flexibility to a vortex for a 
dynamic flow of horizontal, vertical 
and oblique planes of colour dissolu-
tion for the changing appearance in 

the World Paintings 1969-72.  
Hurdle for Art Lovers, dated April 9, 
1962, was one of Curnoe’s early 
found-object constructions. It is made 
of old pieces of wood — the emblems 
of backyard garbage, the debris of the 
city. Butcher knives were fixed point-
up along the crossbar of the hurdle. 
(Had Brian Dibb, who was in the habit 
of hurdling over the work again and 
again, ever failed to clear it, he would 
have likely impaled himself.) With 
this work Greg Curnoe declared his 
aesthetic manifesto, a position more 
extreme but similar to that of Marcel 
Duchamp in his more timid provoca-
tion piece, Trap. 
For Duchamp the making of a pro-
vocative dada object was a dissocia-
tion from a world he considered to be 
false: it was an amusing thing to ex-
change one anathema for another. 
Curnoe upped the ante and directed 
his exchange at dada. The potential for 
danger in Hurdle for Art Lovers 
makes it difficult to understand its op-
erative parameters; yet Curnoe’s gen-
ius resides in having realized that a 
provocative game is a found  
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object and, most surely, a new work of 
art. 

Exchanges also took place between 
other artists. I was deeply impressed 
by Curnoe's series that included works 
such as Spring on the Ridgeway 1964 
(oil on plywood, rayon/nylon, metal, 
wood, paper, string. 187.0 x 187.0 
cm.), now in the collection of the Art 

Gallery of Ontario. 
These paintings cele-
brated sensual pleas-
ure, both in the me-
dium and in their fe-
male subjects. Such 
works by Curnoe 
helped me towards a 
realization of the im-
portance of sexual-
ity — energy — in the 
form of my Baroque 
Black paintings of the 

early 1970s, in which I reduced a 
painting to a single sensation and a 
specific physical process. 
*** 

In looking at the art of Murray 
Favro for more than twenty-five 
years I have become aware of his 
acutely singular creative vision. It 
can be understood through his ma-

ture early landscape paintings, 
which date from the beginning of 
the 1960s. Those works show that 

Favro took an imaginative approach 
to content consistent with the form 

of his recent  
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work. 
Murray Favro’s genius has a great 
deal in common with the earliest 
and most original landscape paint-
ers in Canada. Like Lucius R. 
O’Brien (1832-1899), Murray 
Favro is the first artist of his time to 
use current information and/or sci-
ence and technology in an imagina-
tive and programmatic approach to 
the environment, within the tradi-
tion of landscape painting in Can-

ada. (The recent exhibition, 'Lucius R. 
O’Brien: Visions of Victorian Can-
ada', mounted by AGO curator Dennis 
Reid, and Reid’s authoritative cata-
logue essay help us to appreciate that 
O'Brien’s painting presages the con-
cerns of the Group of Seven.) 
Given that Murray Favro was born in 
Huntsville, Ontario, not far from Al-
gonquin Park, it would not be unex-
pected that he valued the northern 
landscape and its painters, such as 
Tom Thomson (1877-1917). Yet the 
brilliance and originality of Favro’s 
perception have been, from the outset, 
clear and deep rooted. Even at a very 
early stage his work held clear indica-
tions of what would become the 
means of bridging his primary inter-
est — the content of the contemporary 
environment — with  
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an up-to-date, practical knowledge of 

science and technology. 
One of the most memorable examples 
is a small 1963 (?) oil painting of a red 
Honda motor cycle. It is poised as if 
about to be taken through the doors 
into the dark interior of the weather-
beaten garage in the backyard of the 
Favro ����
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