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by Carol MacLeod 



EMILY CARR 1871-1945 

An intense and inventive individual, Emily Carr sought 

throughout her life to achieve expression of the west 

coast in terms such as no other painter had developed. 

In the artistic vaccuum of Victoria in the first half 

of the twentieth century, she painted what she saw and 

felt, whether the public accepted it or not. A lonely 

woman who preferred the society of animals to that of 

the people she knew, she continually outraged the 

sensibilities of good Victorians by her ingenuity, lack 

of conformity, and unique painting techniques. Through 

her jottings and autobiographical books she has left 

readers a humorous and vital account of life on Vancouver 

Island at the turn of the century. In her later years 

her genius was widely recognized both in Canada and 

abroad, and her paintings and writings constitute a 

significant and valuable element of Canadian cultural 

heritage. 

Born in Victoria on December 13, 1871, Emily Carr 

was the second youngest of nine children. Three children, 

all boys, died in infancy. During her childhood, Carr1s 

family consisted of her father, a stern disciplinarian, 

her mother, a gentle woman who was often ill, her older 

sisters, Edith and Clara, and younger than these two by 
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several years, Elizabeth (1867), Alice (1869), Emily and 

Richard, born about 1874. Emily's vivid memories of the 

Victorian town, of outings to the then wild Beacon Hill 

Park and the Victoria Day Regatta, of the games and 

imaginings of the three young sisters, Bigger, Middle, 

and Small (herself) are humourously portrayed in her 

sketches contained in The Book of Small. Mrs. Carr died 

in about 1886 and Mr. Carr, broken, retired from his 

importing business and died two years later. Edith, a 

spinster, cared for the family, and Emily, fiercely 

independent even as a child, chaffed under her sister's 

strict regimen. 

Carr began drawing at an early age. Her father 

encouraged her prediliction and the three youngest Carr 

ladies took drawing lessons after school. Emily's work 

showed most promise. Whether prompted by a desire to 

pursue her artistic talents or simply a wish to evade 

Edith's iron rule, Emily convinced the family guardian to 

allow her to take advanced art training in the United 

States. In about 1889, she travelled to San Francisco, 

canary cage in hand, and settled in an apartment hotel 

in the care of friends of Edith's. She studied at the 

San Francisco School of Art. When it moved into a 

mansion bequeathed to it, the school was renamed the 

Mark Hopkins School of Art after its benefactor. After 
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