HAROLD TOMW by Aiff Eyland

Dougl as Fetherling, in a review of a biographi cal book
about Harold Town, said this:

The coupl e of characteristics that distinguished
Harol d Town's career as an artist were both
extrene. One: he was heroically and theatrically
prolific, famously so; he worked in any nunber
of media and genres, one right after another, in
fact, sonetines several at once. Two: he had
serious personality problens. [Fetherling p. 76]

Harol d Town was once fanous, but he is now obscure. He
was born in 1924 and died in 1990, having |ived nost
of his life in Toronto. In 1953, he was a founder and
nmenber of the "Painters El even," a group of Toronto
abstract expressioni st painters which included Jack
Bush, Gscar Cahen, WIIliam Ronald and Jock Macdonal d.
Pai nters El even took their cues from contenporary

post -war American artists such as WI | em de Kooni ng,
Mar k Rot hko, and Jackson Pol | ock. Paul Duval wote in
1972:

Harol d Town was one of the nost naturally endowed
of Painters El even. He could nmani pul ate any
mediumor style to which he turned his attention-
-and he turned his attention to many. Prints,
drawi ngs, col |l ages, paintings, scul ptures issued
easily and prolifically fromhis clever hands.
Hs works contain a brilliant, if sonetimes
brittle, wit, and often a touch of the theater.
Town [was] a performng artist, who constantly

[ appeared] to be challenging the earlier

achi evenents of others--Picasso, Mtherwell,
Cahen, Kl ein, anyone at all.

[ Duval p. 141-142]

WIlliamWthrow wote: "Town's ability as a draftsnman
I s undi sputed. And his single autographic prints,
produced between 1955 and 1957, were surely anong the
nost beautiful art objects ever nade by a Canadi an
artist." [Wthrow p. 76]

A ement G eenberg was the leading critic of abstract
expressi onismwhen he visited Painters El even Toronto



studios in 1957. He nmade sone | asting friendships
there; as the subsequent history of Canadian art woul d
prove, Jack Bush benefited nost fromthis contact, and
Town, anongst the significant Painters El even artists,
the least. In fact, Town (and Walter Yarwood) declined
to participate in this bid for critical accreditation
froman Anerican critic, refusing to pay part of the
critic's expenses. Was Town's refusal to pay "tribute
noney" (Barry Lord's phrase) to G eenberg an
expression of an historically appropriate Canadi an

cul tural nationalisn? Lord says no:

Town's refusal to pay denent Geenberg's fare,
like his nmoving into the Goup of Seven's old
Studi o Building, and his conparisons of his

col our and texture to those of Tom Thonson, are
all just the saleable cultural-nationalist poses
of an artist who is really a sell-out. He is
today [1974] the darling of the Art allery of
Ohtario Wnen's Commttee and all right-thinking
Rosedal e matrons. [Lord p. 206]

Town's painting style during the 1950s could very wel |
be characterized as being "Anerican" in sone senses of
the word. Abstract expressionismdid, after all,
originate in Arerica and its generous all-over paint

| i cks do appear in Painters El even work. Lord noted a
contradi ction, and saw Town's nationali smas posing:

Town' s attitude was not entirely due to
patriotic zeal. He was just as coonmtted to US
abstract expressionismas [WIlian] Ronal d was,
but he wanted to devel op his own col oni al version
In Toronto. By now he was Toronto's best-known
pai nter, thanks to his public-relations skills,
and he was openly vying with Ronald for honours.
In 1956 it was Town who exhi bited at the Venice
Bi ennial and by 1957 he was al ready selling well
enough to quit commercial art and begi n worki ng
full-time at his painting and print-naki ng.
[Barry Lord p. 205]

Town becane a cel ebrated Toronto painter and witer
wi thout Greenberg's help (but, significantly, with the
support of Robert Fulford, the | eading Canadi an art
critic of the day). After the Painters El even broke up



In 1960 he becane an even bigger force on the Toronto
scene. " He has been called the 'Picasso of Canada
said Wthrow, "clearly sonething of a legend in his
own tine." [WIlliamWthrow p. 74]

Town m m cked Picasso's prolific graphic facility with
his pen and the bravura of Anerican abstract
expressionismw th his brush. Collectors at the Laing
Gl leries in 1961 "lined up outside the door and
argunents broke out over the right to acquire certain
pictures." [David Burnett p. 39] Town nade bonbastic
statenents and hyperbolic remarks. He was col ourful.
H s colum in Toronto Life nagazi ne kept himthe
spotlight when his work wasn't in a current show Al
reports tell of Town's caustic wit in conversation,
his confrontational manner, and his life as a party-
goer .

Was Town the paradigmatic ROC artist (neaning a "Rest
G Canadian,” that is, a non-Quebecer)? Does not
Canada produce good i mtators and cul tural chamel eons?
Town' s nationalismseens dated, but only because now
Canadi an artists believe so strongly in free trade.
Town created beautiful forns and col our conbi nati ons
That can be appreci ated--and mned--for their graphic
I nventi veness by today's burgeoni ng abstract painting
novenents. Sone of the dense abstract works fromthe
1960s and 1970s | ook good now. | especially |ike md-
1960s wor ks such as Optical, 1964 and Centrebiz 1965
reproduced in David Burnett's Art Gallery of Ontario
retrospective catal ogue; Silent Light No. 11 1968-69;
and the Snap paintings fromthe md-1970s al so | ook
good. In fact, Town's "colonial" abstract
expressionismis as good as the genre gets.

But nmuch el se, for exanple all of his scul pture, nust
be dismssed. Town's early 1960s vi sual and ver bal
nmusi ngs on the "tyranny of corners,” |ike much narrow
technical theorizing, are silly, and the nuch praised
Enigma draw ngs are but el egantly grotesque technical
exercises in unfeelingly rendered anxiety.

Town's titles are particularly irritating, but it
shoul d be renenbered that he worked in a clinmate of
bad titles; nevertheless, the cute one-liners grate on
a contenporary viewer's nerves. Few can now appreciate



Gateway to Atlantis, No. 2, (an autographic print)

wi thout thinking that Town called it that because a
mldly poetic title mght Iend the blue in this work
wat ery resonance. Mich of what Town sai d about hinself
and his art was sinply portentous. He is quoted by
WIlliamWthrow, for exanple, as saying:. "l paint to
defy death." [Wthrow p. 73]

| include two Stretch works and the John and Yoko
portraits in this installation, all fromthe pernanent
collection of the University of Manitoba School of

Art. Their 1969-71 dates are within a few years of the
Duval , Lord and Wt hrow books on Town to which I refer
In this essay.

David Burnett sees the Stretch works as the | ow point
I n Town's oeuvre:

They appear trapped rather than transforned by
their virtuosity, and if they were received with
littl e enthusi asmwhen shown in the early 1970s,
they are not paintings that the perspective of
fifteen years values in the |ight of subsequent
devel oprment. Those who claima decline in the
attack of Town's work, can nost readily point to
this series.

[ David Burnett p. 135]

| disagree. Surely Town's early 1980s Musclemen and
Toy Horse series rest nearer the critical bottomthan
t he Stretch works. The Stretch works are of interest
now because they are visual puns that anticipate the
abstract literalismof Peter Halley's 1980s "conduit "
pai ntings. Aside fromthe coincidence of the Stretch
works with the concerns of 1980s abstract painting,

t he Stretches nmake for rich contenplation of the
principle of the eternal return of forns and issues in
contenporary visual art. Too bad that Town's defence
of his Stretch works has nothing of Halley's
rhetorical savvy:. "Everything stretches in our
society; this picture is about pulling cell ophane out
of a box, or spilling ketchup." [WIliam Wthrow p.
74]

The John and Yoko portraits date roughly to the pop
couple's visit to Canada, when they were canpai gni ng



for peace by neans of perfornmance art "bed-ins." Hnts
of the gap between Town and the cultural scene of 1970
can be seen in these draw ngs, which convey no sense
that John and Yoko were artists, too, despite the fact
they shared with Town a nmania for publicity which
tended to trivialize their serious work. Town's
portrait of Yoko Ono is particularly off-base: he
makes her an ingenue, her gaze seductively averted
fromthe viewer. Lennon is treated as rough custoner,
not by nmeans of a striking |ikeness, however, but in a
caricature of a ranting hi ppy. Town was al ways
concerned with being fashionable and slightly

of fensi ve--he was a dandy, after all--and the

m schi evousness in his Stretches and the John and Yoko
portraits was deliberate. But by 1970-71 this sort of
thing just wasn't smart enough. By then the art jokes
wer e bei ng nade by university educated people who were
| eaving artists such as Town, who had grown up in

t heir studios, way behi nd.
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Wrks in this installation by Harold Barling Town:

1. Fromthe Popsters and Celebrities series: John
Lennon, 1969-70. Edition 177/180. Oiginal Lithograph
on steel plate. 50.8x35.5 cm (Acc. #96. 0024)

2. Stretch Blue on Yellow, 1970-71. Serigraph Edition
42/99. 72.2x130 cm (Acc. #96. 0012)

3. Stretch Red on Blue, 1970-71. Serigraph Edition
58/ 99. 72.2x130 cm (Acc. #96. 0014)

4. Fromthe Popsters and Celebrities series: Yoko Ono
, 1969-70. Edition 73/180. COiginal Lithograph on
steel plate. 50.8x35.5 cm (Acc. #96. 0029)



