Pioneers in the Art Community:
Edmonton Art Club 1921-1935

For 65 years the Edmonton Art Club has encouraged
artistic achievement and an appreciation of the visual
arts. 1 It is the oldest continuing art organization in
Alberta, and its involvement in the Edmonton art
scene is evident today in its regular exhibitions and
numerous activities. However, the importance of this
organization's contributions in Edmonton's early years
is less recognized.
The Edmonton Art Club was formed in 1921 by a
group of artists who wanted to develop the visual arts
in the city in three ways: to encourage a wider appreci
ation of fine arts in the community; to improve the
quality of local art; and to encourage individual artists
through constructive criticism and exhibitions.2
In 1913, Professor James Adam organized what
was perhaps the first exhibition of art in Edmonton. 3
Sixty works, including paintings by the Ontario Society
of Artists and a number of British paintings, were
shown at the summer fair.4 Other exhibitions followed_
In 1921, Professor Adam and the Women's University
Club organized two exhibitions of paintings which
included works by members of the Group of Seven. 5
By this time, the art scene in Edmonton was well
underway. The first art association was organized in
November of 1914 by a group of teachers and R.W.
Hedley, Art Supervisor for the Public School Board. 6
Hedley became president and J. Gordon Sinclair was
secretary. Calling itself the Edmonton Art Association,
it offered classes and lectures on art and art history.
One of its main purposes was to combat the prevalent
wartime attitude that art was an expendable "frill."7
The Association offered a course in art instruction
at Alex Taylor school in 1914. It was well-attended by
teachers and other interested people. A similar course
was offered the following year when the Association
also held its first exhibition under the auspices of the
Edmonton Public School Board. It included the work of
school children, paintings by local artists, and prints
from the United States.
The MacKay Avenue school hosted other exhibi
tions which, by 1918, had expanded to display works
from the Canadian National Gallery, and of future Art
Club members William Johnstone and Florence Mor
timer. The Art Association's last and perhaps most
notable exhibition was held in 1921. It was the second
exhibition organized by Professor Adam and included
paintings by the Group of Seven and woodblock prints
by W.J. Philips.
Although the city had developed an art organiza
tion which encouraged education and exhibitions, the
art scene was still in its beginning stages in 1921.
Artistic activities were being initiated on a very
modest scale_
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Among those who were involved at the inception
of the Edmonton Art Club were members of the
Edmonton Art Association. They were artists con
cerned with carrying on the Association's aim of
stressing "the importance of art in everyday life." 8
The first meeting was held October 6; 1921, in the
studio of Edmonton's only professional artist, William
Johnstone. The jury which chose the Club's charter
members was composed of Miss Nellie Brown, Mr. E.
De Hart, Dr. R.B. Wells, Mr. J.A. Adamson and
Professor James Adam. They selected 14 charter mem
bers: Miss Berangere Mercier, Miss Justine Springer
(later Mrs. Rice), Miss Theo Adamson, Mr. James Gil
lies, Mr. William Johnstone (president) Mr. Robert
Campbell, Mr. J. Gordon Sinclair, Mr. C. Lionel Gibbs,
Professor W. Arthur Adam, Mr. William M. Kitchener
(vice-president), Mr. Fred M. Kitchener, Dr. H. E.
Bulyea, Mr. A.C. Macauley and Mr. J. Davenall
Turner. 9
The Club's early efforts focused on organization,
recruitment, and critical evaluations of each other's
work. Meetings were held monthly and the Club held
annual exhibitions. Its constitution stated that mem
bership was to be confined to "duly qualified artists
who were producing original works in oil, watercolour,
pastel, black-and-white, etching, engraving, or sculp
ture." To gain admission, artists had to submit works
to the executive or a committee appointed by the
executive.
In 1923, it was decided that artists who did not
meet the Club's standards could be granted associate
memberships and promoted to full membership as the
quality of their art progressed. Non-resident artists
were also admitted, providing they sent two works for
criticism every six months. This arrangement provided
rural artists with an important connection to others
involved in the visual arts.
Concerned with attracting as many competent
a1·tists to its membership as possible, the Club dis
cussed the possibility of expanding to include the whole
province in 1921 and again in 1924. It was suggested
that the name be changed to the Alberta Society of
Artists to attract other artists. The suggestion was not
acted upon.
The Club focused mainly on improving the art they
produced, and monthly meetings were centered on dis
cussion of works submitted. Usually, two members
were appointed to criticize at each meeting, although
for a brief period members gave written evaluations of
works. Later, the Club began inviting artists from out
side the city to be "guest critics."
Exhibitions were another important Club under
taking. An annual exhibition of member's art was held
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