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Internationally renowned, 
Toronto-based artist 
Deanna Bowen revisits 
The God of Gods (1919)

Frederick Varley, A.Y. Jackson, 
Lawren Harris, Barker Fairley, Frank 
Johnston, Arthur Lismer, and J.E.H. 
MacDonald, Arts & Letters, c.1924, 
Toronto, Canada. University of 
Toronto Archives, University College 
Archives Fonds, A2016-0040/P. 

Juliette Gaultier wearing a 
Nootka cedar bark cape in a 
Town Hall promotional photo in 
New York City, 1927. Canadian 
Museum of History, 97-608.

Deanna Bowen, Deconstructing The God 
of Gods: A Canadian Play, 2019, video, 2h 
24min. Production still of Archer Pechawis, 
Peter Morin, Lisa Myers, John G. Hampton, 
and cheyanne turions in conversation.

For her exhibition at the Justina M. Barnicke 
Gallery at Hart House, Deanna Bowen 
revisits The God of Gods (1919), a play written 
and directed by Carroll Aikins (1888–1967), 
founder of the first national theatre in 
Canada and artistic director of Hart House 
Theatre (1927–29). Aikins’s play, staged at 
Hart House in 1922, projected the horrors 
of war into a loose adaptation of Romeo 
and Juliet—using “native” motifs. Deanna 
Bowen’s film features a conversation 
between Indigenous artists and writers 
John G. Hampton, Peter Morin, Lisa Myers, 
Archer Pechawis, and cheyanne turions, 

held on the Hart House Theatre stage in the 
spring of Hart House’s Centennial year. 

Deanna Bowen is a descendant of the 
Alabama- and Kentucky-born Black Prairie 
pioneers of Amber Valley and Campsie, 
Alberta. Bowen’s family history has been 
the central pivot of her auto-ethnographic 
interdisciplinary works since the early 
1990s. Her broader artistic/educational 
practice examines history, historical 
writing, and the ways in which artistic 
and technological advancements impact 
individual and collective authorship.



states were not welcome in Canada. Among 
the signatures in the petition is that of Barker 
Fairley, professor at the University of Toronto 
and friend to Vincent Massey and the Group of 
Seven painters. Bowen’s exhibition highlights 
the nature of an emerging Canadian identity 
as one shaped by nationalist, White, and 
settler ideals. Her project maps how colonial 
ideas about Indigenous cultures and cultural 
production were mobilized to create a national 
aesthetic.
  
Aikins was a part of a circle of influential 
figures in the world of arts and culture 
in Toronto during the 1920s and 1930s. 
They included Massey, whose 1951 Royal 
Commission resulted in the creation of the 
Canada Council of the Arts and the National 
Library. He asserted that “the death of true 
Indian arts is inevitable” and proposed that 
the department of Indigenous Affairs be 
responsible for Indigenous cultural practices.2  
Aikins’s and Massey’s social circle included 
the Group of Seven painters A.J. Casson, A.Y. 
Jackson, Arthur Lismer, Lawren Harris, and 
J.E.H. MacDonald, as well as a constellation 
of artists, writers, and society figures whose 
names appear throughout the exhibition. 
 
Aikins’s play is steeped in primitivism, an 
attitude manufactured by European colonial 
thought that positioned Indigenous cultures as 
naïve precursors to civilization. Primitivist art 
therefore tells us more about the West than it 
does about Indigenous peoples, and it is found 
throughout the formation of Canadian cultural 
production in the early twentieth century. 
These depictions were part of an ecology of 
performance repertoires where White people 
dressed in red-face not only for plays, but also 
for public performances and entertainment 
such as OCAD University’s Beaux Art Balls of 
1925 and 1930, where Toronto’s elite painted 

their faces and dressed in so-called Indigenous 
costumes. In 1927 the anthropologist Marius 
Barbeau, part of this elite social circle, 
organized Canadian West Coast Art: Native 
and Modern, the first exhibition to include 
work by Indigenous artists alongside work by 
the Group of Seven and others. The exhibition 
positioned Indigenous works as belonging to 
the past, while positing work by settler artists 
as modern, drawing from the Indigenous works 
to create a new Canadian visual language. 
Two ethnographic films by Barbeau that 
perpetuate a salvage paradigm were presented 
alongside the exhibition, as well as concerts 
of “Indian folk songs” by mezzo soprano 
and ethnomusicologist Juliette Gaultier de 
la Vérendrye, who performed in red-face in 
front of screens painted by Langdon Kihn 
and village scenery by Arthur Lismer wearing 
Indigenous clothing borrowed from the 
National Museum of Canada and the American 
Museum of Natural History.3 

In 1929, Canadian composer Ernest MacMillan 
collaborated with Barbeau and wrote that 
“[t]he ancient melodies of West Coast tribes” 
would “without a doubt be totally lost in 
the course of thirty or forty years but for 
the energy and enthusiasm of a handful of 
collectors.”4 These writers, politicians, artists, 
publishers, and poets believed Indigenous 
cultures were inevitably doomed to extinction, 
and saw their role as that of preservationists, 
even if this included racist representations 
and the theft of cultural objects for museum 
collections. Indigenous cultural production 
was understood as a resource for White artists 
at the same time as Indigenous communities 
were being persecuted for practicing their own 
cultural traditions.

This exhibition brings attention to the 
discriminatory foundations of Canadian 
culture. It also presents a counter narrative. 
Bowen has staged and recorded a conversation 
between herself and Indigenous artists and 
curators John G. Hampton, Peter Morin, 
Lisa Myers, Archer Pechawis, and cheyanne 
turions addressing Aikins’s play and the 
construction of Canadian art history. Held on 
the very same stage where The God of Gods 
was performed a century ago, the discussion 
highlights the continued survivance of 
Indigenous peoples and the necessity for 
more critical considerations of the construct 
of Canadian culture. It shifts the focus from 
the acts of White Canadians to imagine a 
Canadian culture in which Indigenous cultural 
production flourishes. 

- Maya Wilson-Sanchez
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*  This essay uses contemporary names for institutions 
that have had different names in the past.

God of Gods:  
A Canadian Play

Commissioned to consider the one-hundredth 
anniversary of Hart House, Toronto-based 
artist Deanna Bowen responds to the play The 
God of Gods, which was performed at Hart 
House Theatre in 1922. Using “native” motifs 
and casting White actors in red-face to stage 
theosophist ideas about religion and politics, 
the play was written by Carroll Aikins, the 
future director of Hart House Theatre and 
leader of the Little Theatre movement in 
Canada. Aikins’s “nationalist pandering caught 
the eye of Hart House’s Board of Syndics,”1 and 
The God of Gods was presented as an example 
of seminal Canadian theatre in the 1926–27 
book Canadian Plays from Hart House Theatre, 
edited by Hart House founder and Governor 
General Vincent Massey. In 2016, The God of 
Gods script was published as part of the research 
initiative Editing Modernism in Canada Project 
through the University of Ottawa Press, and thus 
continues to be celebrated as an important play 
in Canadian history. 

Using excerpts from her 2013 artwork The 
1911 Anti Creek-Negro Petition and The God 
of Gods as a contextual framework, Bowen’s 
project explores the social networks that 
heavily influenced the formation of Canadian 
culture in the early twentieth century. The 
exhibition visualizes the individuals involved 
in this formation by examining their archived 
books, plays, letters, exhibitions, and music, 
as well as their political appointments and 
their founding of institutions such as Hart 
House, the Arts and Letters Club, and the 
Art Gallery of Ontario. Bowen’s familial past 
intertwines with this moment of Canadian 
history. In 1911, the Cabinet of Prime Minister 
Sir Wilfrid Laurier proposed a ban on Black 
immigration. In that same year, thousands 
of individuals signed a petition in support of 
this order, stating that migrants of African and 
Indigenous descent coming from Southern 

Installation view, Canadian West 
Coast Art: Native and Modern, 
January 7–January 29, 1928, Art 
Gallery of Toronto. Photo: AGO.
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Opening Event

Reception
Wednesday, September 4, 2019, 6–8pm  
Justina M. Barnicke Gallery 

Public Programs 

Deanna Bowen and Maya  
Wilson-Sanchez in Conversation
On mining the archive for the play 
The God of Gods
Saturday, September 28, 2019, 3pm
Justina M. Barnicke Gallery

Deanna Bowen Artist Talk
Wednesday, October 16, 2019, 6pm
Justina M. Barnicke Gallery

Deanna Bowen and Jill Carter  
in Conversation
Deanna Bowen, artist, and Jill Carter, curator 
and director Encounters at the “Edge of the 
Woods” discuss process-based work
Wednesday, November 6, 2019, 6pm
Justina M. Barnicke Gallery

Drop-In Tours
Led by student-docents 

Fall Exhibitions Tour 
Every Tuesday, 2pm 
Meet at the Justina M. Barnicke Gallery

Malcove Collection Tour
Last Wednesday of each month, 12 noon
University of Toronto Art Centre
 
Hart House Collection Tour
Last Wednesday of each month, 2pm
Meet at the Hart House information desk

Group tours may be booked by contacting  
us at artmuseum@utoronto.ca

For program details visit 
artmuseum.utoronto.ca
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