On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on interviews with the
artist on October 5, 2009.

The son of a British coal miner, he became a teacher
of Canadian First Nations children. A product of formal
academic art training, he turned into a self-described “neo-
Canadian cloissonist.” How did Ted Harrison, the now
84-year-old artist whose painting The Boat serves as this
month’s cover art, accomplish these transformations?

Harrison was born in the English mining village of
Wingate, County Durham, in 1926. His father, who was
largely self-educated, went down into the mines to open the
small doors for coal tubs to pass through. He made sure that
Harrison and his sister graduated from the local school. At-
tending college both before and after World War II, Harrison
received diplomas in art and art teaching; his formal education
was completed some 30 years later, with a bachelor’s degree
in education from the University of Alberta.

During and after World War II, Harrison spent three
years in the intelligence field section of the British army.
Through his army service and subsequent teaching posts, he
spent a number of years in India, Egypt, East Africa, New
Zealand, and Malaysia. Along the way, he recounted, “I
learned Urdu and Swahili, and I became interested in other
cultures. You might say it opened the door on other cultures
for me” (Kirchhoff, 1989, p. C15).

After returning to England, Harrison noticed a newspa-
per ad: “Teachers needed in the land of the mighty moose.
Weaklings need not apply.” He comments now, “In school, I
had read [the poems of] Robert W. Service, [Jack London’s]
White Fang—the usual books—and I wanted to see where
those people had lived to write such wonderful stories.” Har-
rison, his wife, and his young son moved to Canada in 1967.
“We had a sense of adventure and thought we’d head for
Canada to seek our fortune.”

Initially making their home in Northern Alberta, the
family ultimately settled in the Yukon. Although they were an
ocean and a continent away from Northern England, Harrison
reflects that his roots in an English mining town helped him
adapt to life in small towns in the Yukon: “In mining villages,
everyone is treated as one big family, friendly to each other.
Native groups treated people the same.”

Harrison taught art to students ranging from second
graders to adults. “When I got a teaching job in a town called
Carcross in the Yukon, it was like going to Tahiti for Gauguin
or residing in Arles for Vincent Van Gogh. .. . I suddenly
found the subject matter I had been waiting a lifetime to paint”
(Baele, 1982, p. 30).

Harrison held his first Canadian exhibition in the White-
horse Library in 1969. He continued to teach art for 30 years,
influencing generations of Northern Canadian students and
families. The author and/or illustrator of nine books, a number
of which are best-selling children’s books, all with Northern
Canadian themes, he has received four honorary doctoral

degrees as well as the Order of Canada and the Order of
British Columbia for his contributions to Canadian culture. A
biography about him, Ted Harrison: Painting Paradise
(Gibson, 2009), was recently published.

Harrison paints directly, without preliminary sketches.
His description of his style as cloissonist, albeit a jesting nod
to academia, is apt. Perhaps best-known in the art of Paul
Gauguin, cloissonism alludes to the enameling technique
known as cloissoné. Cloissonist painting is characterized
by clearly outlined shapes; areas of often arbitrary, solid
color; and a resulting flat plane that the eye reads as
nuanced and three dimensional (see “The Aesthetic” at
http://gallery.sjsu.edu/paris/symbolism/pontaven.html).

Describing both his particular style and the general con-
tent of his painting, Harrison explained, “I realized the land
was a kind of sea. The Pacific stopped, but the waves carried
on. So I was able to transform the mountains into huge waves
and the sky too, and everything was bouncy, bouncy, and the
houses were floating” (Evans, 1986, p. 40).

One can appreciate both Harrison’s paintings and the
artist himself as light-hearted, joyous, and warm, yet his art
emerges out of his knowledge and experience of people’s
inhumanity. He has commented about his experience of war
and brutality—and his deliberate decision to bring happiness
to others by way of response. In The Boat, three windswept
First Nations people trudge from their boat through a brightly
colorful yet desolate landscape: “Of course, this is an imagi-
nary scene, not reality, but it’s based on reality. All the
paintings are in my head—I just bring them out. In this
painting, I think the Native people have a sense of isolation.
They probably just landed the boat and are heading toward
their cabin. I see them as a family, an isolated family, apart
from the rest of the world. The boat is their link with—shall
I say—civilization. They’ve seen enough of it and have come
ashore to go home.”

That Harrison has deeply understood the culture of
which he became a part is illustrated by the following anec-
dote he related: “Only the other day, a Native singer and
drummer was reciting one of my stories, 7he Blue Raven, and
drumming with it. I was rather amused—he was singing
Indian dialect to it. One of my stories is now part of native
folklore!”
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