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A. J. Casson (1898-1992), known as ‘“Cass,” moved to
Toronto after completing high school nearby. While taking
art classes at night, he began working at a design firm in
1920, assisting Franklin Carmichael (see Fowler, 2004), a
founding member of the “Group of Seven,” which was just
then forming.

From 1913 to 1919, interrupted (and influenced) by
the Great War, a number of artists in the Toronto area, most
of whom worked in a few commercial design establish-
ments, gathered regularly to paint together on weekend
excursions to northern parts of Ontario. There was an
“early desire among several artists to break away from
European traditions when painting Canadian scenes” (Arts
and Letters Club of Toronto, 1995, p. 23). In 1920, a
number of them created an art exhibit, calling themselves
for that purpose “The Group of Seven.”

Art exhibits were held regularly between 1920 and
1933, although the specific seven designated members
changed over time. A few female artists were invited to
participate on occasion, but none ever became a member of
the Group. The quintessential Group of Seven paintings
show rugged, isolated landscapes of Northern rocks, water,
and windswept trees. Turn-of-the-century decorative styles,
informed by graphic elements, often provide the starting
point for heavily textured, at times fairly abstract, design.

A bit younger and newer to art than the others, Casson
accompanied Group members on various weekend painting
trips. He also joined Toronto’s Arts and Letters Club, the
social gathering place for the Group’s members. In 1926,
he was invited by Carmichael to become a member of the
Group: “[Carmichael] greatly influenced Cass’s perception
of art as an integral part of life whether in the form of
weekend sketching, where they could be at one with the
Ontario landscape, or the full concentration required to
meet the objectives of commercial design during the work-
ing week” (Herriott, 1993, p. 33).

As with many of the others of the Group, although
Casson became increasingly well-known, few of his paintings
sold, and he continued to work in a commercial art firm and
to be a “Sunday painter” until retiring at age 60 to devote
himself full-time to painting. Ultimately, Casson became the
grand old man of the Group of Seven, outliving all the others
and the recipient of considerable recognition and awards.

Toronto is a city of distinctive neighborhoods; the
Ward of this painting’s title was a pocket of early-20th-
century immigrant influx, Toronto’s most notorious slum.
The single-story workers’ cottages, closely jammed to-
gether, offered initial shelter for the city’s poorest mem-
bers. Ultimately, the entire area was razed and currently is
the site of major metropolitan hospitals and multistory
commercial establishments.

Ironically, the painting shown on the cover of this
issue, House Tops in the Ward, owned by businessman and
art connoisseur Kenneth Thomson, hangs in a gallery on
the upper floor of a major department store on the edge of
the former Ward. Mr. Thomson, whose extensive collec-
tion of Group of Seven paintings is destined for the Art
Gallery of Ontario, commented with great fondness: “This is
one of my favorite paintings. It is certainly one of Casson’s
finest, and, in my opinion, arguably his masterpiece” (K.
Thomson, personal communication, June 2, 2004).

In this painting, Casson has combined his knowledge
of design, shape, and pattern—so necessary to commercial
artists with an eye for selling objects—with brilliant color
and a particular, bird’s-eye perspective. Brad Darch, man-
ager of the gallery where the painting currently hangs,
describes it as “a really focused piece of work. Nothing has
been left to chance. This telescopic view highlights the
compressed housing units of the workers’ cottages.” The
cracked paint and plaster are transformed into gaily colored
houses punctuated by definitive, geometric slabs of snow.
The brilliant blue of the shadows forms its own pattern.

Group of Seven paintings attend to the environment
and are generally devoid of humans. Whereas many of the
iconic Group images are of remote areas, Casson here is
depicting the human environment directly outside one’s
window. Dennis Reid, chief curator of the Art Gallery of
Ontario, offered bridging comments: Although not a typical
Group of Seven painting, this is “an urban scene, though
scaled almost topographically; the way the snow lies on the
roofs feels like a landscape™ (personal communication, June
30, 2004). Reid suggests that this painting offers a different,
pioneering, sense of the national landscape—*‘things made by
man in a setting still touched by the place.”

This portrait of a particular area offers the viewer the
opportunity to reflect on the contrasting experiences con-
tained in the one image. The colorful depiction of drab
lives may represent an empathic connection, a voyeur’s
perspective, or a series of decorative devices. Just as there
are layers of paint on these outer walls, behind the protec-
tion of the many-hued buildings and under the mottled
snow on the roofs, these immigrants’ lives take shape.
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