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“ M I N E  H A D  A  R I P P L E  I N  I T ”

by Jennifer Salahub1

The year 1916 may not seem an auspicious one in the history of the city of Calgary. 

The “War to End All Wars” was in progress and the Herald was regularly reporting the 

losses incurred by the Alberta Regiment of the Canadian Infantry. And, for better or 

for worse, 1916 was the year that prohibition was introduced to Alberta. On the other 

hand, the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art (“the Tech”) opened its doors to its 

first students, and Alberta women were finally given the vote. And, in a grade one class, 

the young Marion Florence Mackay [Nicoll] (1909–1985) received public recognition 

for her art – because she did not do what was expected. “We were all supposed to draw 

the Union Jack. Mine had a ripple in it.”2 – arguably the first step on a long and creative 

journey that would always be anchored by Calgary and “the Tech.” 1916 was indeed a 

remarkable year.

In that same year, the American poet Robert Frost (1874–1963) published “The 

Road Not Taken,” speaking to the fact that on the journey of life one must make choices, 

that we cannot travel both paths and while our intentions may be good, they remain just 

that – intentions. Art historians have been offered a variety of methods and approaches 

C H A P T E R  T H R E E
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to the study of art, and for many this has meant embracing the revisionist art histories 

of the 1970s and travelling down unexplored paths that have proven to be, one hopes, 

ground-breaking. Nevertheless, historians of visual culture must remain ever vigilant, 

not only forging new paths but also retracing the trails that others have followed and 

re-examining the milestones that others have identified as noteworthy. For, even within 

the carefully considered and re-considered art histories, much remains obscure, ripe for 

recuperation. This essay is a case in point, for it considers an overlooked path – one 

defined by craft – travelled by Marion Nicoll.

Devotees of Canadian art know something about Marion Nicoll, her iconic paint-

ings and prints are found in most public collections, she is mentioned in almost every 

Canadian art history text, she is recognized as a successful woman artist, and she is 

identified as one of the few women teaching at a post-secondary art institution in the 

mid-twentieth century. Her work was singled out by the influential art critic Clement 

Greenberg as “among the best both in oil and in water colour”3 and she has recently been 

described as “the most determined, the most inventive and today, the most recognized fe-

male artist in the emergence of abstract art in the province.”4 Given this familiarity with 

her paintings and her long association with an art college, it is disconcerting to discover 

that, with one exception, she never taught painting.5 She was, in fact, an instructor in 

craft and design, teaching jewellery, leather, ceramics, batik, and printing on fabric at the 

Provincial Institute of Technology and Art, “the Tech,” what is now the Alberta College 

of Art and Design, for almost three decades.

At first reading, one might consider Marion Mackay Nicoll to be an exemplary 

model of a Canadian woman artist, as she appears to have sauntered by many of the 

hurdles her contemporaries faced. Nevertheless, it will be shown that hers was a life 

and career defined by mid-century conventions and expectations regarding women, art, 
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craft, teaching, and the writing of art history. If I was fascinated by what I read in the 

contemporary literature, it was the caveats and what I didn’t find that intrigued me 

more. Marion Nicoll was recognized as a significant artist, but this was always framed by 

mid-century language and cautionary warnings – she was above all else a woman and a 

teacher, especially in her hometown. A year before her retirement, a review of “Mrs. James 

(Marion) Nicoll’s two week one-man show” reminds us of contemporary mores and the 

stereotypes that characterized the life of middle-aged women in a conservative Western 

Canada. The article entitled “Life and Painting Synonymous for Calgary Artist-Teacher” 

describes the “art and craft teacher” as – “a wife, housekeeper, full-time and night school 

teacher.”6

There were obstacles, but the strategies that she employed were well considered – sins 

of omission perhaps? Here was a woman, born in Calgary just before the Great War, who 

set up an art studio in her parents’ basement at the age of thirteen, and only dismantled 

it in 1940 when she married. Although her parents were cautious of her choosing a life 

in art, they enrolled her in extracurricular painting classes at St. Joseph’s Convent, Red 

Deer, Alberta (1925–26) and in 1927 the then eighteen-year-old travelled from Alberta 

to attend the Ontario College of Art (OCA) in Toronto. There she studied painting, 

design, batik arts, and landscape, the latter under the tutelage of the Group of Seven’s 

J.E.H. Macdonald (1873–1982).

After only two years (of a four-year diploma), ill health brought her back to Calgary 

where she continued her education, as a third-year student, at “the Tech” under the eye 

of the school’s director, British landscape artist Alfred Crocker Leighton (1901–1965).7 

Leighton considered her studies in Toronto lacking, and he sent her back into first year 

for “more colour theory” and she began an “exhaustive academic training in water co-

lours.”8 She quickly completed the expanded course load and successfully “prepared for 
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Marion Nicoll
Batik, ca. 1967
Textile
193.0 × 134.6 cm
Leighton Art Centre, Calgary, Alberta
Leighton Foundation Collection
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the Royal Drawing Society of London Examinations,” receiving five honours.9 Upon 

graduating from the Tech in 1933 she was invited to work as a student-instructor (1933–

35) and then an instructor (1935–37) teaching day classes alongside Leighton.

Encouraged by Leighton, Nicoll embarked on the next stage of her education, trav-

elling in 1937 to England, six weeks by boat through the Panama Canal, to attend the 

Central School of Arts and Crafts (now Central St. Martins) in London. This was a 

school renowned for a faculty made up of successful craft practitioners and a curricu-

lum innovative in both its educational objectives and its teaching methods. Given the 

political tensions in Europe, it is not surprising that she returned to Calgary, and the 

Provincial Institute’s 1939/1940 calendar confirms that “Miss Marion Mackay A.S.A. 

has recently returned after a year’s study at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in 

London, England.” It lists her as a member of the art staff, indicating that she was teach-

ing “Arts and Crafts” in the Evening Session. From this point, Marion is often identified 

in the literature as the only female instructor at “the Tech.” In fact, there were other 

women on the Art Department staff – albeit not permanent hires.10

In 1940, at the age of thirty-one, Marion Mackay married James “Jim” McLaren 

Nicoll (1892–1986), an engineer by training and by avocation a painter. They had met 

at the Calgary Sketch Club in 1931, the same year the Alberta Society of Artists was 

formed. Somewhat surprisingly, given her commitment to her career, she left her posi-

tion and spent the war years moving about11 with her husband – who was supervising 

construction jobs for the Commonwealth Air Training Programme. She continued to 

paint landscapes in the style in which she had been trained and taught extension courses 

offered by the University of Alberta in various communities. 1943 found her teaching art 

and craft as occupational therapy at the Central Alberta Sanatorium in Bowness. During 

the 1930s, the hospitals and sanatoria were inundated with victims of tuberculosis and 
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child polio, and the aftermath of World War II saw a growing respect and need for 

occupational therapy and in particular craft. In an advertisement for job opportunities 

in the May 1945 edition of Craft Horizon, readers would have read that: “One of the 

most valuable contributions made by WACs (Women’s Army Corp) with the Medical 

Department is the return to health and self-confidence she makes possible for wounded 

and disabled soldiers by occupational therapy.” The accompanying image was of men 

weaving. Referring to this period in a later autobiographical essay, Marion Nicoll would 

tersely write: “the writer married in 1940 and left the school.”12

In 1945 the couple bought a tiny house in Bowness, then a western suburb of Calgary, 

and in 1947 Marion Nicoll resumed teaching at the art department of “the Tech” as a 

permanent instructor. Even as she was stepping into a permanent position, her husband 

Jim was removing himself from the work force, and it would be her income that would 

support them. Besides her well-attended design classes, she taught modelling, ceramics, 

mosaics, jewellery, leather tooling, batik, silk-screen, and wood-block printing on fabrics.

Historians are in agreement about the early steps that defined Marion’s career path, 

although the serious discussion of her work begins only with her move towards the 

unexpected – automatic drawing and abstraction. It is generally agreed that the tip-

ping point came after 1945 when J.W.G. “Jock” Macdonald (1897–1960) introduced 

her to automatic drawing, a practice that would inform much of her later work and life. 

Catharine Mastin suggests that Nicoll “kept her interests inside the private world of her 

sketchbooks [even as she] continued building her reputation at the Art Institute teaching 

in the craft and design fields.”13 Macdonald’s support and Nicoll’s innumerable sketch-

books segue into the mid-1950s anecdotes about the Emma Lake Workshops (1957), 

where she met and worked with the American artist Will Barnet (1911–2012).
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Marion Nicoll
Untitled (Automatic), 1960
Watercolour on paper
35.0 × 22.7 cm
Art Gallery of Alberta Collection,  
purchased in 1982 with funds from the Miss Bowman Endowment
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Marion Nicoll
Untitled (wall hanging), 1956
Fabric dye on silk
50.8 × 116.8 cm
Collection of Glenbow Museum
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Like other figures populating the mid-century art mythology, Nicoll has been posi-

tioned as a maverick – one who followed her own path, “Never wanted to be anything 

else,”14 and is often presented in opposition to mainstream ideology. Rejection or grudg-

ing acceptance is integral to this mid-century fine art persona, and, what is more, not 

everyone was pleased with Nicoll’s enthusiasm for abstraction and her path was neither 

easy nor profitable. Upon hearing of her obsession, Leighton is said to have walked the 

floors unable to sleep,15 and a journalist writing in 1963 lamented, “Mrs. Nicoll’s abstract 

paintings are accepted and sold in Edmonton, Vancouver, Winnipeg and Eastern Canada 

but not in Calgary. Why is the artist’s hometown exceptional? [Nicoll’s response] ‘I wish 

I knew.’”16

From this point, the milestones are well marked in the history of Canadian Art. In 

1958 she received the first of two Canada Council grants that allowed her to travel to the 

Mecca of Modern Art – New York City – where she attended Barnet’s classes at the Art 

Students League. The decision to return to Calgary was made with some reluctance.17 

This was, in part, due to contemporary attitudes towards craft and women. Writing from 

New York she told a friend:

In Calgary I’m considered a craftsman and a woman and after a while you 

lose that strong belief in yourself. You must have it to be a real painter. Of 

course Buck [Illingworth Kerr] would have me right back to what he considers 

normal and fitting to my lowly position in ten minutes. That’s one reason I 

don’t want to go back.18

Before returning to Calgary, she and Jim travelled to Europe to study major art collec-

tions. It is at this time we begin to find critical reviews of her work and, in 1959, when 

she was fifty, Marion Nicoll had her first solo exhibition, Abstract Paintings by Marion 
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Marion Nicoll, ca. 1971, with Batik, ca. 1967. 
Glenbow Archives, D769-9.

Installation view of the 1971 exhibition Jim and Marion 
Nicoll: Paintings at Glenbow Museum. At right is Batik, 
ca. 1967, now in the Leighton Foundation Collection. 
Glenbow Archives, D769-13.
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Nicoll.19 In 1963 she stated: “I am an abstract painter naturally and through conviction. 

A Painter must move into new expressions.… When I use the word abstract I do so in 

the strict meaning of the word as given in the dictionary – ‘to take from’ – all my work 

is soundly based on natural forms and experiences.”20

It would be recognition from south of the border that would mark her entry into the 

heady world of modern art discourse. In the oft-cited 1963 article “View of Art on the 

Prairies,” Clement Greenberg wrote: “Among the best both in oil and in water colour 

was Marion Nicoll, who revealed the helpful influence of Will Barnet.”21 Despite Nicoll’s 

response to the article, describing Greenberg’s assessment as “a lot of heifer-dust,” there 

is no doubt that this was a remarkable signpost on her career path.22 Yet six months later 

a Calgary critic would proffer the view that “Mrs. Nicoll, a contributor to the ‘hard edge 

school’ produces a type of geometric abstraction.… She is a prolific painter, at one time 

overly influenced by New Yorker Will Barnet, but now refining her own imagery to a 

point where she is making an original contribution.”23 Nicoll’s painting was acknowl-

edged nationally, and she was one of the few Prairie artists to be included in the 1963 

and 1965 National Gallery of Canada Biennial exhibitions.

At her retirement in January 1966, Nicoll was still the only permanent female in-

structor – and often said it took four men to replace her.24 She had seen the institution 

through several incarnations. In 1960 the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art 

had been renamed the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology (SAIT) and the Art 

Department, although still part of SAIT, became the Alberta College of Art (ACA). In 

1971 ACA moved to its present location, the Nellie McClung Building on the SAIT 

campus, and in 1985 it finally gained autonomy. In 1995 ACA became the Alberta 

College of Art and Design (ACAD) and began to grant degrees. Although debilitating 

arthritis defined her later years, Marion Nicoll cast a long shadow, her former students 
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remember her fondly, the student gallery at ACAD bears her name, and she set the stan-

dard, becoming the first woman from the prairies to be elected to the Royal Canadian 

Academy (1976).25

In his tribute to Nicoll at her retirement in 1966, the head of ACA, Illingworth 

“Buck” Kerr, clearly distinguished between the value of Nicoll’s “feminine mind and 

temperament” and her “good work in support of crafts” as distinct from her “creative 

work as a painter.”26 Of Kerr, Nicoll would later say: “At the art school when Kerr was 

there I felt he didn’t approve too much of women in positions of any responsibility.… 

It didn’t worry me, just leave me alone and I’ll do my work.”27 In his memoirs, Kerr’s 

praise remains faint, writing that “Marion Nicoll, who in due course became noted for 

her splendid abstract paintings, taught Design and Crafts. She always battled to have 

the crafts recognized as equal to any other form of expression [emphasis added].”28 Kerr’s 

comments reflect the prevalent gender and media biases – biases that continue to under-

pin craft rhetoric in Canada. Even a recent web description reads that “as well as painting 

and printmaking, she experimented with fabric, batik and jewellery design. In fact, early 

in her career she was known as a craft teacher rather than an art teacher [emphasis 

added].”29 Nicoll self-identified as an artist, a craftsperson, an educator, and a proponent 

of crafts but realized that different contexts called for different strategies.30 Besides the 

required gloves (it was after all the mid-1950s), she was also sporting numerous hats. In 

many situations, she simply kept a low profile; in others, her humour served her well. 

Once when asked how it felt to be the only woman on staff, her apocryphal reply was: 

“almost outnumbered.” Nonetheless, she was always serious about her worth as an art 

educator, believing that “inadequately trained instructors do more harm than good” and 

that a good instructor “is responsible for releasing and developing the innate design sense 
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of each student and leading the way into the adventure of new ideas, resulting in deep 

personal development.”31

Others, in their descriptions of Nicoll’s role in Canadian art history, are less gen-

erous, and on innumerable occasions the designation teacher is proffered as a means of 

modifying, even diminishing, her status as an artist. In A Concise History of Canadian 

Painting (1973), Dennis Reid states: “When Jock Macdonald taught in Calgary … he 

was most impressed with two painters: a teacher at the institute, Marion Nicoll [and] a 

local architect-painter, Maxwell Bates.”32 Even her success as a teacher-artist was inter-

preted as an ability to nurture rather than inspire. Writing in 1966, J. Russell Harper 

states “with Marion Nicoll’s encouragement,” William Panko [1892–1948] began to 

paint.33 Along the same lines, in 1974, Barry Lord writes that Marion Nicoll was “the 

Calgary artist who showed Panko how to mix watercolours but was otherwise careful 

not to influence him.”34 Alex Janvier (b. 1935), a student of Marion’s in the late 1950s, 

suggests that Nicoll’s support for him arose from the shared experience of facing systemic 

barriers of sexism and racism – she was “fighting for her status as a woman and she was 

getting a lot of static at the time.”35

While most of the first or second generation of Canadian art historians are happy to 

describe Nicoll as a teacher of craft and design, none have shown any interest in pursuing 

this path further. Rather, they imply that Nicoll’s progress was defined solely by her male 

mentors and these relationships are the milestones marking her path. This view is not 

surprising, given that the craft narrative had no place in the mythology of fine art in the 

mid-century.36 It did not garner critical acclaim, it was seldom seen in art galleries or 

art journals, and public institutions did not actively collect craft. It was tainted with the 

hints of domesticity and functionality, or, perhaps even more damning, it was seen to be 

anti-modern. It is only within the last two decades that we have we begun to witness a 
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reassessment not only of Canadian craft but also of the role craft played within the history 

of Canadian visual culture. In his chapter “Moments in Canadian Art History” (2001), 

Robert Belton points out that in the 1960s “Crafts and traditional handiwork enjoy[ed] 

a resurgence of popularity with the expansion of many community colleges,”37 suggesting 

that this familiarity informed Pop Art and later the postmodern appropriation of, and 

even enthusiasm for, craft media. In A History of Alberta Art (2005), Nancy Townshend 

allocates a chapter to the artist and suggests that Nicoll’s perspective on the economic 

importance of craft within the province was a driving force in the Alberta Government’s 

initiatives to develop the craft industries in the mid-century.38 A year later, in her chapter 

“Feminist Influences in Post-70s Art,” another Albertan, Mary-Beth Laviolette, considers 

the significance of a series of Nicoll’s batik hangings from 1956 that were displayed in 

Women’s Work: Art by Women in Glenbow’s Collections (1996). Laviolette comments that 

“it is no small irony that while Nicoll devotes herself to teaching the ‘lesser’ arts of craft 

and design at the Provincial Institute of Technology and Art (later the Alberta College 

of Art and Design), the recognition she later receives is for her abstract oils on canvas.”39

The British craft historian Tanya Harrod is not alone in pointing out that women 

in craft seem to mysteriously disappear from history, and Marion Nicoll proves to be an 

interesting case in point. Even as she remains a prominent figure in the history of art, she 

has been written out of the history of craft in Alberta. Even when craft began to be seen 

as a subject of academic discourse in the 1970s, Nicoll’s contributions were seldom recog-

nized, or, at best, mentioned furtively. In a review of a retrospective exhibition organized 

by the Edmonton Art Gallery in 1975, Carol Hogg speaks to this lacuna, writing that 

she is disappointed on two counts: first, the forty-three paintings and ten prints reflect 

“only 12 years of a career that spans almost half a century”; and, secondly, “It is also 
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Marion Nicoll
Fishes, 1955
Silk-rayon velvet batik
157 × 94 cm
Collectionof Alberta Foundation for the Arts
1981.155.270, Capital Arts 2-3-T8
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regrettable that the show includes none of the crafts – batik and leatherwork – by which 

Nicoll made her living for many years.”40

With Suzanne Devonshire Baker’s exhibition catalogue, The Fine Art of Alberta 

Craft, written in 1978,41 the focus has shifted and the hierarchical relationship between 

art and craft is voiced. The new maker is described as: “The individual given to learning 

and continually developing a broad base of disciplines and channelling that aesthetic 

development into the making of objects, functional or otherwise. [There is a] strong 

commitment to advance ‘the study of Art.’” It is worth noting that, although many of 

Nicoll’s students are featured in this text, Marion is not. Rather she has a dedicated chap-

ter in Devonshire Baker’s next book, Artists of Alberta (1980).42 Moving beyond Linda 

Nochlin’s “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?” (1971)43 and given the 

importance of craft within women’s creative production, many recent feminist scholars 

have argued that the writing of women back into the art-historical narrative necessitates 

a re-evaluation of its medium-based hierarchies.44 Sadly, in By a Lady: Celebrating Three 

Centuries of Art by Canadian Women (1992), Maria Tippett chose to examine Nicoll’s 

relationship with abstract painting and in particular the influence of her male mentors. 

“Barnett Newman’s instruction at the Art Students League in New York was particularly 

rigorous; it helped Alberta painter Marion Nicoll to learn to release form and colour 

from their natural limitations” and “It was Macdonald [who] helped her break down all 

the rules she had learned as a student.”45 Tippett’s only reference to craft is in a throw-

away line written to prove women artists were becoming “active propagandists for the 

new mode of painting.” She writes that “for thirty years, Marion Nicoll instructed her 

craft and design students at Calgary’s Provincial Institute of Technology and Art in the 

rudiments of modernism.”46
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Throughout her career, Nicoll would reiterate that her design work served all areas 

of her practice, and she was extremely proud of her craft production. Nonetheless, it 

should be remembered that there are few documented instances where she exhibited her 

craft and art together, and we know that she chose not to include craft in either the 1959 

or the 1963 solo exhibitions. This was, in part, due to contemporary attitudes towards 

women and craft. However, after her retirement, we do see some relaxation, for in 1967 

she showed a batik amongst her paintings at a solo exhibition in a Toronto gallery and, 

on the advice of her dealer, raised the asking price to $700.00 for the wall hanging.47 

Barbara Macdonald, wife of Jock Macdonald, wrote to Marion about the Toronto exhi-

bition and the hanging:

I went to the opening of your show and thought it looked darned good. … 

The show looked wonderful. Bonli has the judgement to put the right things 

together and I must say I enjoyed it very much. Your batik was there facing 

the door as you come in. I was quite impressed with it. I don’t think that rod 

arrangement is quite up to the batik. It should be on something elegant. These 

miserable details are so important to the buying public. It looked terrific but 

doesn’t hang well on that rod thing. I hope I haven’t depressed you – but 

that’s how I felt and I seem to remember you were not too happy about it 

yourself.48

Although no mention of it appears in the available documentation, at least one batik was 

also exhibited in the joint exhibition Jim and Marion Nicoll: Paintings (1971) held at the 

Glenbow Museum – it appears in a photograph of the installation. Catharine Mastin has 

argued that, in the exhibition system of the mid-century, Nicoll intentionally maintained 

separate sex-craft-gendered identities to accommodate the breadth of her art practice. 
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Such compartmentalization was not unusual, and perhaps not even unwarranted – after 

all, the path Marion walked was rife with pitfalls – but she walked with purpose.

As those who have read Vasari’s Lives of the Artists (1550) know, if the life of an 

artist is to follow the expected trajectory, there must be an anecdotal story that throws a 

shining light on the first milestone on the path to fame. Well before either Leighton or 

Greenberg recognized her as “among the best,” the young Marion Florence Mackay was 

forging a path that would see her inclusion in the mythology of Canadian art. When 

asked about her early years, Nicoll replied that she first “drew at the age of 5, my first 

public recognition came in grade 1. We were all supposed to draw the Union Jack. Mine 

had a ripple in it.”49

Should we simply note that, yes, Marion Mackay was an observant child – destined 

to be an artist – or could this be a telling milestone in the history of craft research – the 

Aha! craft moment. What followed in the interview, and is seldom quoted, was her 

comment “took after my devoted mother who embroidered pillow slips.”50 And, not only 

had she a mother who embroidered, she had a father who, as a young man, was a leather 

craftsman for Riley & McCormick of Calgary.51

In fact, craft served Marion well – as a student she made “extra” money during her 

studies at the Ontario College of Art (OCA) through a friend, who “was engaged in 

making tapestries [possibly batik wall hangings] for hotels in New York City.”52 Craft was 

an integral part of the OCA curriculum in 1929 – including practical work in stained 

glass, metalwork, woodwork, pottery and ceramics.53 In Toronto she witnessed first hand 

the tension between craft and the ideology of modernity. Student enthusiasm is reflected 

in an essay featured in The Tangent, the OCA Annual of 1929. Entitled “Modern Crafts,” 

it was written by a fellow Albertan, Annora Brown (1899–1987) and begins:
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Marion Nicoll
Zoomorphic Figure, 1957
Rayon satin batik
123.5 × 51.5 cm
Collection of Alberta Foundation for the Arts
1981.155.271, Capital Arts 1-4
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Our privilege is to live in an age when an entirely new art is being developed. 

No matter how prejudiced we are, it is difficult to get away from its influence. 

The new art is no longer a feature of galleries, where people gaze at it and 

make conjectures as to the mental state of the artist. It is an actual fact, and 

surrounds us in our everyday life.… Thus the crafts and so-called minor arts 

find themselves playing an extremely prominent part in artistic circles.… This 

new art movement though originated by the people of older countries has 

taken a firm hold of our imaginations and promises great scope and freedom 

to the craftsman who is willing to devote his energies to any of its various 

agents.54

Certainly Marion incorporated the “new art movement” into her everyday life, for after 

returning from Ontario “she was able to earn money by producing batik scarves and 

other items to a city merchant.”55 Any extra income would have been welcomed during 

the Great Depression, and she continued to design and print textiles, making distinctive 

clothes (and curtains) throughout her life. She is remembered as “a woman who wore 

scarves (and muumuus) well.”56 Everyone agrees that she was a remarkable presence, a 

large woman – big-boned and often uncomfortable in her body, one whose dress, large 

abstract jewellery and ever-present cigarillo or cigarette were part of a self-defined bohe-

mian artistic-persona.57 Hers was a life as much defined by craft as it was by art.

Re-examining her long association with “the Tech” has led to the conclusion that 

craft underpinned her career choices and informed a carefully orchestrated path and 

eventual hire, one well considered and sanctioned by Leighton. And despite what has 

been inferred, her study in London was, from its conception, the study of craft. Here 

was a pragmatic young woman who wanted a viable career – she was indeed an emerging 
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artist but knew the chances of making a successful career as a woman painter in Western 

Canada were almost nonexistent. Thus she set out to be trained as an educator, a maker, a 

mentor, and a proponent of modern craft. And, Nicoll was cognizant of the responsibility 

and enormous influence teachers had over an artist’s development and after retirement 

made her feelings evident:

You can teach people by words to handle different things … this is the history 

of art and colour and the whole rest of it.… You can teach people technically 

but you can’t teach them anything in their mind.… Which is why I think the 

art school should be a technical school. This business of the philosophy of art 

and expressing your dear little souls is an absolute waste of time. Which is why 

I would go back to apprenticing people to practicing artists. Universities turn 

out artists, so called, with degrees, who are fine when it comes to criticism, to 

writing articles about art, to running galleries, but not the actual being, the 

actual doing.… If I were running an art school there wouldn’t be one person 

with a degree. Not one.58

When referring to her studies in London, the general consensus in the mainstream liter-

ature is that she went to study art. There is no consideration that she may have actually 

wanted to learn to teach, nor is there interest in the skill sets she deliberately set out to 

develop. At best, historians acknowledge that she took some craft and design courses, 

but the focus quickly turns to her lessons with Duncan Grant (1885–1978). In a 1972 

interview, Nicoll cited two major influences during her time in London: Duncan Grant 

and Bernard Adeney.59 Given Nicoll’s success as a painter, the assumption appears that 

painting must have been the goal of her studies, and Grant was a prolific artist known 

equally for his bold and colourful portraits, landscapes and still-lifes. Even Sandra Flood 
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in her overview of Canadian craft concludes that Nicoll “went to London to study at the 

Central School of Arts and Crafts under Duncan Grant and was undoubtedly introduced 

to the very different style of the Bloomsbury group in ceramics and other materials.”60 

Invariably the class is generically described as either portraiture or figure painting,61 

although her sketchbook, “England, Central School of Arts and Crafts, 1937–38,” indi-

cates that most of her time was spent studying bookbinding, publishing, architectural 

decorations, mosaic, weaving, and pottery.62

Further, she was studying with prominent British artists, including the potter Dora 

Billington, RCA, (1890–1968), herself a strong role model whose popularity was due, 

in part, to her willingness to break with the Bernard Leach (1887–1979) “cult” and 

whose classic The Art of the Potter had been published that year.63 Marion even added 

an evening course in glaze chemistry to her program of study. She also took textile 

classes with Bernard Adeney (1878–1966), a textile artist and head of the Textile School 

(1930–47) who had introduced textile block cutting and printing to the prospectus in 

the early 1930s. Such textiles were at the time seen as “a radical and unanswerable [craft] 

challenge to the dogma of modernism” and were highly graphic in content “full of man-

made and increasingly abstracted objects (or people).”64 Why haven’t historians seen this 

work with textiles as relevant to her future practice? The integrity of the material and 

the relationship between figure and ground were major tenets of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement and Nicoll herself said that “Painting for me is all on the picture plane, 

the actual surface of the canvas, with the power held in the horizontal and vertical 

movements of the expanding colour shapes.”65

Marion’s studies with Grant must also be re-examined, not only in light of the 

importance he placed on the employment of colour, pattern, and decoration in the 

textiles, potteries, and furniture he had designed for the Omega Group (1913–19), but 
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in relation to his later activities. For during the mid-1930s, Grant, along with Vanessa 

Bell, Keith Baynes, and Bernard Adeney, was working with, amongst others, Allan 

Walton Textiles (1892–1948) to create designs for textiles.66 In his review of the resulting 

exhibition, British artist Paul Nash (1889–1946) questions the fallacy that “artists 

with reputations as painters will not condescend to undertake commissions except for 

paintings.”67 Modern craft appeared to offer a viable alternative for an emerging artist. 

Arguably, it was at the Central School of Arts and Crafts where Marion Nicoll found 

the models that would underpin her work ethic and teaching methodology that would 

serve her well when she returned to Calgary. It was in London that she would begin to 

articulate her position with regard to craft and the visual language of modernity.68

While the studio craft movement had taken form in England and was finding a 

voice in the United States, the craft discourse in Alberta remained more about tradi-

tion and building community rather than about the individual’s concept or intentions. 

Marion had returned to a country whose institutions believed in the societal worth of 

craft, and craft makers and educators were being lauded and actively sought. Hiring 

a woman art instructor was certainly unusual; nonetheless, it was unlikely to be chal-

lenged by her male colleagues, for during this period crafts were not, as Garth Clark 

would say, “in envy of fine art” and were directed at a different audience.69 Typically 

craft was being promoted in community forums such as The Great West Folk-dance, Folk-

song, Handicrafts Festival (Calgary 1930).70 Cultural outreach programs, including the 

Canadian Handicrafts Guild, the University of Alberta, and the Alberta Government, 

supported the role of traditional crafts. Nicoll’s position at “the Tech” would have been 

seen as supporting the art department and the normal school, providing essential ele-

ments of the “sound technical training for a professional career.”71 She was hired as an 

educator of makers – after all, did not the promotional literature state that “the useful 
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arts are not only handy but sometimes essential to progress.”72 It was not a job to be taken 

lightly. And, this social imperative is seen on the editorial page of Craft Horizons in May 

1945, where, despite its “strictly American” policy, it declared:

One task faces the world. One task more important than any other. The task 

of building from the wreck of war a world of peace.…

Craftsmen and artists are particularly fortunate, for they speak a language 

which is universal. The arts were the spearhead which broke down the 

darkness of the Middle Ages. They have been the spearheads of international 

commerce and learning. Perhaps they can again help to bring about 

understanding between the peoples.… As its contribution to this end, the 

American Craftsmen’s Educational Council held an exhibition of Canadian 

Handicrafts in March called “Hands Across the Border.”73

By 1946, Nicoll had turned a corner in her art – she was doing automatic drawings 

daily – and her return to “the Tech” provided entry into a world where women were not 

normally invited. It allowed her to play with the “big boys” – although she may have 

discovered her association with craft was also a way in which she was kept in her place. 

Nevertheless, it was also during this time that she began to build the craft department 

and her own craft practice. Her commitment to her students and her role as a mentor 

helped establish their careers and ACAD’s position as a centre for the teaching and 

making of craft.74 From her course outlines, we know that “design was considered a 

primary need in all the crafts and was [therefore] given a proportionately large amount 

of teaching time.” Further, on the handout “Design and Handicrafts” she makes a link 
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to abstraction, confidently stating “It is now accepted that the aesthetic quality of func-

tional form is essentially abstract.”75

In her words, “A craftsman is an artist who conceives of an object, designs and 

completes it, himself,”76 and indeed her work must be seen as intersecting practices in-

formed by the same strong design sense. Consider for example a painting on silk, Batik, 

which makes obvious references to earlier automatic watercolours with their curvilinear 

and expressive flow of line and use of dream-like imagery. These dripping amoeba and 

cellular shapes are found not only in her batiks, printed textiles, and her jewellery but are 

familiar elements found in much mid-century art and design. It is sobering to reconsider 

what is actually being dismissed when a Calgary journalist in 1963 commented, “Thus 

until recently, much of her work was hindered by the inclusion of irrelevant little shapes. 

But evidence … is that she has overcome this handicap.”77

In 1957, the same year she attended the Emma Lake Workshop, Nicoll the respect-

ed maker and educator was asked to organize Alberta Craft, a craft show that would 

represent the southern half of the province in the most modern of Calgary’s showcases 

– the Jubilee Auditorium. As well as judging the exhibitions, she took on the job of 

creating and implementing an adjudication process for what would become an annual 

exhibition. She also participated in the National Gallery of Canada’s First National Fine 

Crafts Exhibition in June 1957, exhibiting the sterling silver pin, Plateau.78 Plateau was 

also shown in the Canadian Pavilion in the Universal and International Exhibition in 

Brussels in 1958.

In 1958, she helped found “The Old Cabin Crafts,” a shop that she described as 

“formed on a co-operative basis, run by local craftsmen, with a standards committee 

to insure [sic] quality crafts.”79 It was one of the first outlets for local craft and is still 

remembered by Calgarians and visitors alike.80 She also served as a judge for the Alberta 
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Visual Arts Board’s scholarship awards and advised the Canadian Handicrafts Guild. 

Nicoll wrote about craft, the role of the artist, and the continued importance of crafts-

manship in the modern world. She contributed articles to various publications and wrote 

instructional booklets on various craft processes, including Batik (ca. 1957).81

Of particular interest is a description of her contribution to Alberta Craft ’62, where 

she exhibited metal work and, for the first time, included at least one of her abstract 

paintings, First Snow. Each of the wearable works, like her iconic paintings, was given a 

poetic title: Snow Fence, Grass and Reflected Sun, Wintersun, The Audience, Janus, etc.82 

By providing titles, Nicoll intended that her audience recognize the connections that 

existed between her works: that the visual language is the same and design basic to both 

her craft and her painting. In these pins, rings, pendants, and earrings – just as in her 

paintings and prints – colour, form, and shape play important roles. These are wearable 

abstract sculptures. In the collection of the Glenbow, there is an undated photograph 

of an invitation or display panel that reads, M. Nicoll, Sculpture to Wear: Gold, Silver, 

Bronze. Hers was an art practice for the body – a familiar trope of the modern jewellery 

movement.83

In “Replacing the Myth of Modernism,” Bruce Metcalfe referenced the eureka mo-

ment in Tom Wolfe’s The Painted Word when he realizes that “nobody sees art unless 

it comes with a text.”84 While Metcalfe was arguing for a re-examination of art, craft, 

modernity, and the writing of craft theory, he might well have been arguing for the 

desperate need for documentation – in particular the documentation of craft. Although 

Nicoll worked prolifically, very little of her craft work remains in the public realm and 

documentation is rare. Even the better-known craft works, for which she received local, 

national, and international (U.S.) attention, are not in evidence.85 Catharine Mastin con-

siders that Nicoll’s “most significant works in the design field were her batik paintings 
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on silk,” yet even these were reviewed only in the popular press, and we are reminded 

once again of the mid-century mores regarding women, art, and craft.86 To date the 

only reference to a 1965 group exhibition of recognized textile artists that took place in 

Spokane, Washington, is a newspaper clipping. Marion Nicoll was one of three artists 

mentioned, another being the Hungarian-born American embroiderer Mariska Karasz 

(1898–1960), who is linked to both the American Studio Craft Movement and Abstract 

Expressionism. As is the case for many of the reviews featuring craft, the journalist 

appears out of her depth when writing about art. This article is ambiguously titled “Art 

Today Has Many Forms” and we know the objects must be art, for “Today it takes 

something different to create a stir in the art world.… The treatments are new; so are 

the conceptions and many of them are quite expensive ($3,000 to $900 [sic]). Original 

work is combined with conventional methods.” Here too we learn more about the con-

temporary attitudes towards women, art, and craft than we do about the art itself. “One 

of these wall tapestries could create a great splash or focal point on a wall – or at least a 

sharp conversation topic!” Each artist is represented by a single photograph with a short, 

vague caption. “‘Young Rooster’ is the title of this batik wall-hanging by Marion Nicoll 

and the subject is very obvious – or is it? Colors are brown, white and cockscomb red. It 

is a long hanging in abstract pattern.”87

There are numerous newspaper clippings in the various artists’ files and all indicate 

that there is much more to be found. For instance, in the Glenbow Archives, an anony-

mous newspaper article (ca. 1958) includes two photographs of Nicoll “at work” in her 

studio. The excitement about the medium is real but its significance in the history of 

art is again unknown to the author. “Batik, an ancient craft, takes on meaning when 

seen through the eyes of Calgary’s – and possibly western Canada’s – only teacher and 

hobbyist of the art.” The author enthuses that it was “20 years ago the former Marion 
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Mackay, a recognized artist, became interested in Batik.” Her readers are left to ponder 

the distinctions being made – an artist, a hobbyist, a creator, or simply an instructor? She 

goes on to describe Nicoll “who is, by the way left-handed” at work on a large batik scarf 

in “a landscape design.” And she describes other works in the studio, including “a beau-

tiful piece of silk-satin painted with a motif called ‘Procession of Birds’ which won for 

its creator a top prize at the provincial exhibition in Quebec City” (now in the Glenbow 

Collection). The article concludes with the obvious question, and Nicoll replies that any-

one can do batik – then amends that to anyone “who is able to design and has some idea 

of color and is able to handle a brush”; further, “the motifs chosen must be original – not 

copied warns the experienced instructor.”88 Where did the article appear? When? Was it 

related to an ongoing exhibition or perhaps was it a promotion for the Cultural Affairs 

Branch (her instruction manual Batik was available through their office), or was it simply 

a half-page human-interest story?

As the interest in mid-century modernism continues to grow, as baby boomers’ attics 

and basements are emptied, and as social media and archives make their arcane holdings 

accessible, it is to be expected that references to mid-century artists, works, exhibitions, 

and related ephemera will come to light. These findings will enrich the new art histo-

ries even as they aid factual investigation and historical recuperation. If history is the 

rewriting of facts, revisionist histories are the retelling of these tales from a variety of 

perspectives, including, in this case, craft. And we do have tales to tell. Perhaps today’s 

historians of modern art in Canada should be reminded that in writing “View of Art on 

the Prairies” Clement Greenberg looked beyond painting, suggesting that the Alberta 

artist Clifford Robinson’s (b. 1916) batik wall-hanging “betrayed some distinction.”89
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Already we are witnessing remarkable advances in situating Nicoll’s practice within 

a broader Canadian social and cultural context. Besides the ongoing academic activity, 

conference papers, and exhibitions, we have seen the recent acquisition of two mid-cen-

tury batiks by the National Gallery of Canada. These works were acquired together 

and date from the early 1950s – one created by Marion Nicoll (1950), the other by Jock 

Macdonald (1951). Both show the influence of automatic drawing, and one can only 

imagine this was a reciprocal teaching moment informed by an engaging debate.90 It can 

only be hoped that as we learn more about Nicoll’s studio practice more of her craft work 

will begin to surface and be collected by Canadian institutions.

Marion Mackay Nicoll forged a creative path not only in the history of Canadian 

abstract painting but also as an abstract artist in various craft media. To date, the his-

torical focus has been on Nicoll’s paintings and prints, yet a re-reading of contemporary 

documents reveals that she was also a passionate educator, maker, and proponent of 

modern craft in Alberta. We have only begun to understand the choices she made in her 

studies and the seminal role she played in the history of modern craft in Alberta. Indeed, 

much remains to be discovered as the focus inevitably shifts from the artist to her legacy 

– those students who were inspired by, and followed, her lead.91 The path Marion Nicoll 

walked was neither straight nor was it smooth. Yet even in 1916 Calgary there were signs 

that hers would be a remarkable journey. Surely someone in that grade one class saw the 

“ripple” as a portent of what was to come.

“We were all supposed to draw the Union Jack. Mine had a ripple in it.”
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