
Page 12 �����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������	�
���������� �����                                       April 15-30, Volume 9, #18/2008  

 

��������	��
��������	��
	��
���������
�	��������������	
�����
� ��
	
����

�	
��
����	
������
���	�������������
�����������
	
 ���
�

��������������������


����
������
�������
�
The  first  time  I  visited  the  studio  of  Greg  Curnoe  was  in  1963  on  Rich-

mond  Street  just  North  of  Dundas,  near  to  what  was  considered  to  be  the  
main  intersection  of  downtown  London,  Ontario.  I  was  in  my  last  year  of  
TY13  Special  Art  at  H.  B.  Beal  Secondary  High  School  when  Jimmy  Daunt  
a  long  time  friend  and  neighbour  suggested  we  go  see  Curnoe  at  his  studio.  
Soon  after  and  it  was  on  a  typical  wet  fall  evening  that  Daunt  who  was  
sporting  a  suit,  and  I  went  to  visit  our  neighbourhood  acquaintance  Greg  
Curnoe.  Jim  Daunt  lived  just  around  the  corner  from  Curnoe  on  Edward  
Street,  and  my  house  was  in  the  middle  of  the  block  East  of  the  Curnoe  
residence  on  Langarth  Street  in  London  South. 

 

I  think  it  was  either  in  1961  or  62  my  brother  Wayne  had  mentioned  Cur-
noe  was  back  in  town  painting  in  a  studio.  Although  it  hadn’t  clicked  in  my  
head.  Before  then  the  idea  of  an  artist  painting  in  a  studio  was  entirely  out-
side  my  scope.  In  reflecting  back  on  that  studio  visit  I  distinctly  recall  Greg  
being  some  what  distant  and  nervous.  I am  sure  he  must  have  felt  awkward  
about  having  these  neighbourhood  types  in  his  studio  on  an  evening  when  he  
may  have  been  planning  to  paint.  If  I  were  to  place  the  painting  he  was  
doing  then,  I  would  have  to  say  it  was  structurally  reminiscent  of  the  50’s  
figurative  painting  of  the  artists  of  the  Isaac’s  Gallery,  but  it  did  not  look  
anything  like  their  work.  He  was  also  doing  some  really  interesting  paintings  
of  men  and  women  on  beds,  and  those  works  may  have  anticipated  the  kind  
of  interest  he  had  shown  later  in  the  controversial  Dorothy  Cameron  show  
referred  to  as  ‘Eros’,  and  which  was  banned  by  the  morality  squad  in  1965 
(?).  Curnoe’s  style  and  technique  was  direct,  and  even  though  the  colours  in  
those  pictures  seemed  some  what  tentative,  the  subtle  sexual  overtone  of  their  
configurations  are  what  made  them  arresting  images. 

 

 2. The  second  visit  I  made  to  Greg  Curnoe’s  studio  was  with  Murray  
Favro  in  1964,  and  is  the  year  we  left  art  school  to  set  up  a  studio  at  62  
Dundas  Street   

just  East  of  Ridout  Street  on  the  North  side.  Those  nineteenth  century  
buildings    have  been  torn  down,  and  have  been  replaced  with  the  depressing  
monstrosity of  a  towering  court  house  made  of  prefab  concrete.  It  was  at  the  
beginning  of  the  summer  of  64  when  Favro  and  I  saw  Curnoe’s  latest  eight  
by  eight  titled,  ‘April,  May,  London,  Toronto,  Montreal  1964’.  I  recall  seeing  
that  painting  a  bit  later  at  the  David  Mirvish  Gallery  on  Markham  Street  in  
Toronto.  The  central  image  I  think  had  Jack  Chambers  sitting  at  a  tavern  
table  playing  cards,  and  I  seem  to  recall  Sheila  (Thompson)  Curnoe  was  in  
that  painting  as  a  walking  woman.  The  flat  shapes  and  colours  of  this  paint-
ing  where  bold  and  ballooned  out  their  message  loud  and  clear.   

 

I’ ll  never  forget  the  day  when  I  was  coming  up  the  steps  of  Greg’s  King  
Street  studio,  and  seeing  Brian  Dibb  jumping  over  again  and  again  Curnoe’s  
‘Hurdle  for  Art  Lovers’.  This  was  one  of  his  early  found  object  constructions  
made  from  old  pieces  of  wood:  the  emblems  of  backyard  garbage;  the  debris  
of  the  city.  If  Dibb  had  failed  to  clear  this  obstacle  he  would  have  impaled  
himself  on  the  butcher  knives  that  had  been  fixed  in  an  upright  position  
along  the  side  of  the  top  bar  of  the  hurdle.  With  this  work  Greg  Curnoe  
declared  his  aesthetic  position  -  a  manifesto  if  you  like.  Greg  had  taken  a  
more  extreme,  but  similar  position  in  his  approach  to  the  making  of  an  ob-
ject  has  had  Marcel  Duchamp  with  his  provocation  piece  entitled, ‘Trap’.   

 

At  first  ‘Hurdle  for  Art  Lovers’,  seems  to  be  like  a  loaded  gun,  and  this  
does  not  make  it  easy  for  us  to  understand  in  any  precise  way  what  the  op-
erative  parameters  for  its  terms  of  reference  are.  It  would  seem,  that  when  
Dibb  jumped  over  the  ‘Hurdle  for  Art  Lovers’,  the  element  of  chance  he  
took  was  indeed  similar  to  that  of  playing  russian  roulette.  Curnoe’s  genius  
is  in  having  realised  a  provocative  game  of  chance  is  a  found  object,  and  
would  most  surely  qualify   

                                                                           
 3. as  a  new  work  of  art  by  contrast  to  conventional  modes.  Marcel  

Duchamp’s  ‘Trap’,  is  by  comparison  to  Curnoe’s  ‘Hurdle  for  Art  Lovers’,  
timid  to  say  the  least.  For  Duchamp  the  making  of  a  provocative  dada  object  
was  a  disassociation  of  oneself  from  a  world  he  and  his  peers  considered  to  
be  false.  In  a  world  like  that,  it  would  be  an  amusing  thing  to  exchange  one  
anethema  for  another.  In  typical  nihilist  fashion  Curnoe  had  uped  the  ante  
and  directed  his  exchange  with  dada.                                                    

                                                                                                                                                     
In  the  fall  of  64  I  had  submitted  several  new  paintings  to  the  Western  On-

tario  Fair  Art  Exhibit.   Jack  Chambers  was  a  member  of  the  jury,  and  when  
he  voted  on  my  work  (I  was  told  by  Greg)  he  had  cranked  the  voting  ma-
chine  as  high  as  it would  go.  As  far  as  I  know,  that  is  how  my  work  was  
included  in  that  exhibition.  For  some  reason  or  other,  I  won  the  best  oil  
award  for  works  which  I  thought  where  not  that  good.  I  think  the  jury  
members  may  have  wanted  to  encourage  someone  who  was  doing  something  
new  by  contrast  to  the  conservative  standards  of  the  other  exhibitors.  The  
word  got  around,  and  the  controversy  began  that  my  work  was  like  Greg  
Curnoe’s.  This  made  him  very  nervous,  and  this  was  the  beginning  of  what  
was  to  become  for  Greg  and  myself  an  ambivalent  relationship.  It  marked  
the  tone  of  what  was  to  come.   

 

In  1966  (Dot)  Dorothy  Mackenzie,  Brydon  Smith,  and  Tony  Urquhart  
where  the  members  of  the  Jury  for  the  London  Public  Library  and  Art  Mu-
seum’s  Annual  Western  Ontario  Exhibition.  For  what  ever  reason,  the  jury  
elected  to  award  me  a  three  hundred  dollar  purchase  award  sponsored  by  the  
Western  Art  League.  The  two  paintings  on  exhibit  where,  ‘Myself  Talking  to  
Miss  McPhee’,  and  my  symbolist  ‘Spring’  which  got  the  award.  I  could  
never  understand  why  I  got  this  award.  It  must  have  been  another  one  of  
those  gestures  of  encouragement.  Nevertheless,  I  got  telephone  calls  from  

people  demanding  I  should  refuse  to  accept  the  award,  and  calls  from  people  
saying  I  should  accept  the  award.  To  this  day  I  do  not  understand  why  Greg  
Curnoe  and  his  associates  would  have   

                                                                         
 4. wanted  to  use  this  award  as  a  means  to  protest  their  discontentment  

with  that  institution.  For  the  love  of  god,  I  could  not  get  a  clear  answer  as  
to  what  they  where  doing,  and  to  this  day  I  still  don’t  know  what  happened. 

 

By  the  time  summer  came  around  Curnoe  had  ban  me  from  his  studio.  
Some  weeks  earlier  Murray  Favro  had  insisted  I  move  out  of  the  studio  we  
shared.  The  social  resentment  had  built  up  to  a  real  pitch.  Fortunately  for  
me,  I  had  made  a  few  visits  with  Greg  at  his  studio,  before  that  fatal  ban  
took  effect.  Over  time  the  ban  was  lifted.  In  any  case,  it  was  during  those  
particular  studio  visits  I  had  detected  in  Curnoe’s  work  something  of  great  
importants.  I  had  the  opportunity  to  express  my  appreciation  of  this  to  him  
at  the  Cultural  Embassy House  on  Dundas  Street  in  London  during  September  
of  1991  when  I  was  exhibiting  my  Colour  Extension  paintings  at  the  Forest  
City  Gallery.  The  paintings  I  saw  in  Greg’s  studio  which  had  impressed  
themselves  upon  me  celebrated  a  direct  identification  with  our  being  aroused  
when  we  take  pleasure  in  the  sensuality  of  our  body  through  the  medium  
and  by  association  with  the  feminine  subject  of  the  work.  An  example  of  
what  I  am  talking  about  can  be  seen  in  the  Art  Gallery  of  Ontario  collection  
entitled, ‘Spring  on  the  Ridgeway  1964’.,  oil  on  plywood, rayon/nylon,  metal,  
wood,  paper,  string.  187.0  x  187.0 

 
It  was  through  Greg  Curnoe’s  efforts  that  attention  was  brought  to  the  art-

ists  working  in  London,  Ontario  in  the  late  1960s.  When  Pierre  Therberge,  
then  Assistant  Curator  of  Contemporary  Canadian  Art  at  the  National  Gallery  
of  Canada  suggested  that  an  exhibition  of  Jack  Chambers  and  Greg’s  work  
be  undertaken  by  the  National  Gallery.  Curnoe’s  response  was,  “ there’s  a  lot  
more  going  on  here  than  that”,  and  invited  that  curator  to  London  to  see  for  
himself.  Consequently,  the  result  was  one  of  the  first  exhibitions  in  which  
the  National  Gallery  mounted  ‘The  Heart  of  London’.  This  exhibition  ac-
knowledged  the emergence  of  a  new  community  of  art  making  in  London,  
and  which  I  might  add  evolved  out  of  the  middle  class  at  the  beginning  of  
the  1960’s.   

 

 5. Out  of  this  came  the  1973  National  Gallery  Exhibition  ‘Boucherville,  
Montreal,  Toronto,  London’.  The  exhibiting  artists  in  that  important  show  
where  Robin  Collyer,  Jean-Marie  Delavalle,  Murray  Favro,  Ron  Martin,  
Henry  Saxe  and  James  Spencer.  This  exhibition  reflected  the  policy  estab-
lished  by  Dr.  Jean  Sutherland  Boggs  then  Director  of  the  National  Gallery  of  
Canada.  Her  policy  was  to  encourage  and  develop  a  program  that  would  col-
lect  and  exhibit  the  best  art  being  made  in  Canada.  She  established  a  publi-
cations  program  and  encouraged  the  curators  to  produce  original  contempo-
rary  Canadian  historical  material.  Eventually,  Dr.  Boggs  had  to  resign  over  
having  taken  that  position,  because  her  program  brought  to  much  attention  to  
individuals.  And  that  is  taboo  in  the  bureaucratic  environment  of  Ottawa.  The  
way  the  National  Gallery  got  back  their  autonomy  was  through  playing  ball  
with  the  bureaucracy  by  embracing  the  idea  that  art  in  Canada  has  to  be  
rationalised  in  terms  of  a  social-political-cultural-service-industry.  This  is  the  
one  and  the  only  barrior  to   our  being  able  to  move  ahead  in  the  visual  arts  
in  Canada  and  abroad. 

 

It  would  be  impossible  to  list  all  the  accomplishments  of  Greg  Curnoe  in  
one short  article.  His  contribution  to  the  history  of  contemporary  Canadian  art  
is  without  question  one  of  the  most  significant  in  this  country.  Where  he  got  
the ball  rolling  was  with  the  kind  of  thing  he  did  with  opening  up  the  arts  
to  others  through  shows  like  the  ‘Heart  of  London’.  It  was  through  his  de-
sire  to  establish standards  of  professional  excellence,  and  in  instituting  the  
principles  of  fair  business  exchange  through  CAR  that  opened  up  to  us  the  
possibility  of  our  being  full  time  artists.  We  owe  Greg  Curnoe  and  the  mem-
bers  of  his  family  more  than  just  a  debt  of  gratitude. 

 

Greg  Curnoe’s  death  on  the  morning  of  Saturday  September  14,  1992  is  
overshadowed  by  the  terrible  irony  in  his  having  come  to  a  tragic  and  most  
unnatural  end  while  cycling  with  twelve  other  members  of  the  Centennial  
Wheelers  Cycle  Club  of  London,  Ontario.  Our  hearts  and  sympathy  should  
go   

 

 6. out  to  the  members  of  the  Curnoe  family  in  the  hope  that  the  sorrow  
and  despair  they  must  be  feeling  can  be  in  some  small  way  eased.  We  
should  be  demonstrating  to  one  another  that  we  are  not  going  to  let  those  
who  are suffering  like  this  be  forgotten  about,  and  left  alone  in  the  cold  to  
fend  for  themselves.  Donations  can  be  made  to  the  Greg  Curnoe  Memorial  
Fund  C/O  Art  Pratten  42  Victor  Street.,  London,  Ontario.  N6C  1B7 

 

Like  Carmen  Lamanna,  Greg  Curnoe  did  not  receive  the  ‘ Order  of  Can-
ada’.  It  is  extremely  painful  to  have  to  realise  that  a  great  many  important  
Canadians  like  Carmen  Lamanna  and  Greg  Curnoe  may  be  forgotten  and  un-
acknowledged  for  the  contribution  they  have  made  to  the  history  of  contem-
porary  Canadian  art.    We  now  have  the  opportunity  to  express  our  indebted-
ness  to  these  men,  and  their  families  through  writing  to  the  Governor  Gen-
eral  of  Canada  in  Ottawa  to  recommend  that  a  new  medal  of  honour  be  
constituted  and  named  the  ‘Order  of  Culture’.  Surely  the  very  first  recipients  
of  this  medal  should  be  without  a  shadow  of  doubt  Carmen  Lamanna  and  
Greg  Curnoe. 

 

Ron  Martin  O  Copyright.  Nov.   29,  1992.  Unedited  Draft  #  6.                                                                                                  
                                     


