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On the Cover

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
Gregory Humeniuk, September 23, 2015.

The painting on this month’s cover of American Psy-
chologist, “The Bird Shop, St. Lawrence Street” by Mau-
rice Cullen (1866—-1934), is a detailed study of the effect of
snow, at a particular moment in time, on a city street. Snow
is everywhere in this painting. In the near ground, the
current snow gently obscures the view of the observer. One
also notes previous snowfalls: Piles of snow line the curb,
and the dust and grime of the street itself has mixed with
old snow. People, chilled, hurry through the snow, angling
up the hill and pushing against the accompanying wind.
The sky is filled with yet more snow clouds. The house
roofs, themselves retaining a snow cover, hold dangling
icicles, testament to prior times of freezing and thawing.

In this painting, Cullen also represents that moment of
fading light at dusk, the Purkinje effect (that one learns of
in Psych 101), when the perception of color shifts toward
the blue end of the visual spectrum. Rod vision predomi-
nates over cone. Exacerbated by the falling snow, one
senses the early darkening of the sky.

Through these subtle details, Cullen moves us into this
particular time, place, and tactile atmosphere of nearly a
century ago, albeit one familiar to anyone who has lived
through a North American winter in the Northeast. The
overall blue-gray tone contrasts with the deep reds of the
buildings on either side of the painting as well as the soft
greens of shutters and trim. The sense of coldness outside
is offset by a narrative sense of invitation to the warmth
depicted in the well-lit ground floor shops.

The “bird shop” of the title—presumably one of these
patches of yellow, themselves emphasized through the
white-yellow splashes of interior light—serves as a nomi-
nal designation for a specific place. St. Lawrence Street
(now, St Laurent Boulevard) in Montréal, Québec, no
longer contains a bird shop, but that particular stretch of
road, with its marked incline, is one of a few along St.
Lawrence Street. In the painting, Cullen expresses this
steepness by the angle of the street and the people walking
up it. The steam rising off the laboring horse, yet a different
depiction of white in the murk, suggests the effortful work
of moving up this hill. Similar steam in front of the horse
hints at a vehicle that has just moved out of view.

Born in Newfoundland, Maurice Cullen grew up in
Montréal. He was interested in art from an early age,
initially hoping to become a sculptor. In young adulthood,
he spent time living in Paris, studying at the famed Ecole
des Beaux-Arts and Académie Julian, and shifting his focus
to painting. Influenced by the Impressionists’ palette, style
of plein air (outdoors) painting, and attention to the play of

light on objects, as well as the French academic tradition,
his paintings were well-received in France: Five of his
paintings were shown at the major French art exhibition in
1894. The following year, he was the first Canadian elected
to the prestigious Société Nationale des Beaux-Arts.

Although he would subsequently return to sketch and
paint in Europe and Algeria a few years later, Cullen
returned to Montréal in 1895 and established himself there
as a painter. At the time, European art was popular in
Montréal, particularly the tight brush and idyllic, yet som-
ber, rural landscape paintings of the 19th-century Hague
School. Cullen’s art, thick with impasto and with broken
brushwork, often focused on an urban milieu—the streets
and harbors of Montréal and Québec. His fascination with
the interaction of snow and light did not immediately gain
positive recognition. R. W. Pilot, Cullen’s step-son and
himself an artist, noted that, at the time, snow was sup-
posed to be depicted as white. The Impressionistic attention
to atmosphere and light was discomfiting. Additionally,
Pilot noted, there was some concern that snow scenes
would discourage immigration (R. W. Pilot, Maurice Cul-
len RCA, Address given at the Arts Club of Montreal,
1937).

Pilot’s reflection is intriguing. Gregory Humeniuk,
Curatorial Assistant of Canadian Art at the Art Gallery of
Ontario, where this and other works by Cullen are housed,
points out that snow was a regular part of Canadian artists’
subject matter from the mid-18th century until the 1940s.
Humeniuk comments that what distinguishes Cullen in the
Canadian tradition and among his contemporaries up to that
time, though, is his attention to the effects of light and the
unglamorized depiction of the daily life of the city.

By the early part of the 20th century, Cullen’s art was
popularly recognized. He established a successful studio
and taught sketching classes at the Art Association of
Montréal for a number of years. He was elected to the
Royal Canadian Academy of Arts. During the First World
War, he was commissioned as an official war artist, return-
ing again to Europe to paint scenes of the Western Front.
During his lifetime two large retrospective exhibitions of
his work were held. He broke ground for the next genera-
tion of Canadian artists, both the Toronto-based Group of
Seven whose mixture of Post-Impressionism and Canadian
nationalism forged a new spirit of modern painting in
English Canada in the 1920s, and the Beaver Hall Group,
comprising female as well as male artists. Cullen became a
grand old man of Canadian painting.

Kate F. Hays
Art Co-Editor
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