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4 | Mountain Pictures:  
The Abstract Period (1962 to 1970)

E V O L U T I O N  O F  H I S  L A T E R  S T Y L E  A N D  V I S I O N

With respect to Taylor’s mature style in the last eight years of his life, the seeds were sown in 
1955–56 during his sabbatical year in London. He heard the pre-eminent British art historian 
of the time – E. H. Gombrich lecture.1 Gombrich exposed Taylor to leading-edge thinking 
about artistic creation and public perception of art. In his library, Taylor has Gombrich’s Art and 
Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation.2 The book was based on the A. W. 
Mellon Lectures in Fine Arts that Gombrich delivered at the National Gallery, Washington, 
D.C., in spring 1956 under the title “The Visible World and the Language of Art.” In his in-
troduction to the book, Gombrich notes that he had given variants of these lectures during his 
tenure as Slade Professor at Oxford University and in presentations to various institutions of the 
University of London. Taylor heard him deliver some or all of these lectures when he was at the 
Slade.

Through Gombrich’s lectures and published work, Taylor became more aware, not only of 
the broad scope of the Western artistic tradition and role of individual artists, but also of the 
psychological motivations and perceptions of both the artist and the viewer. The book looks at 
the long history of representational art from multiple perspectives at a time when non-representa-
tional art began its ascendance, at least in the United States. Taylor could not but be affected by 
this. The exposure to Gombrich’s sophisticated and complex thinking provided him with a larger 
framework within which to view not only his teaching but also his own artistic creation. In his 
Introduction titled “Psychology and the Riddle of Style,” Gombrich writes:

Why is it that different ages and different nations have represented the visible 

world in such different ways? Will the paintings we accept as true to life look as 

unconvincing to future generations as Egyptian paintings look to us? Is everything 



A D R I A N A  A .  D A V I E S66

concerned with art entirely subjective, or are there objective standards in such mat-

ters? If there are, if the methods taught in the life class today result in more faithful 

imitations of nature than the conventions adopted by the Egyptians, why did the 

Egyptians fail to adopt them? Is it possible, as our cartoonist hints [the first illustra-

tion in the chapter is a New Yorker cartoon by Alain, 1955, showing an Egyptian art 

class painting an image of a Cleopatra-like naked women in a flat, hieroglyphic-like 

pose], that they perceived nature in a different way? Would not such a variability of 

artistic vision also help us to explain the bewildering images created by contempo-

rary artists?3

In “Part Four: Invention and Discovery,” Gombrich writes:

The theoretical origins of pictorial illusionism are to be found among the 

Renaissance champions of perspective. It was Alberti who first suggested the idea of 

considering a painting as a window through which we look at the visible world. It 

was Leonardo da Vinci who gave substance to this idea by suggesting that “perspec-

tive is nothing else than seeing a place behind a pane of glass, quite transparent, on 

the surface of which the objects behind the glass are to be drawn.”4

It is clear that Taylor reflected on this and realized that his own art was of the “window into the 
natural world” type. This is borne out by colleague Allison Forbes, who stated in an interview:

Jack taught students who took art history as an “Arts option.” Students benefited 

from being taught by a practicing artist who understood spatial relationships and 

perspective. Jack taught both art history and studio for the B.A. in Fine Arts. He 

was interested in Philosophy of Art and the distinction between theoretical/histor-

ical/practical. Glyde was suspicious of art historians who couldn’t paint and that’s 

why he hired painters.

Taylor’s stay in London became a rich resource for discussion with colleagues. Forbes also noted 
that he, Taylor, and other colleagues would discuss these issues:
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I had discussions about art theory with Jack. Jack was affected by the idea that an 

artist who dealt with depth was chasing up the wrong road – he saw an emerging 

emphasis on the canvas as flat – the artist didn’t need to “punch a hole” through it. 

These ideas were coming from the States and were written up in magazines.

Jack painted at a “transition point” – from hole in the wall to flat canvas – he 

no longer expected the viewer to look through the frame into another world. The 

modernists recognized this as an illusion – just paint on the canvas; the relationship 

is around the canvas. Taylor gave up on “atmospheric space” that traditional artists 

created.

We discussed these issues a lot because of our teaching not as art historians but, 

rather, as practicing artists. Jack was seeing what others were doing and how this 

affected his own work. Jack’s problem was simply how to resolve “deep space as an 

illusion” with “no space/flat surface with organized colour.” He had a “lower key 

colour” than others – he worked with tones (which also related to space – the tool of 

dimensionality).

Through these discussions, Taylor was not only able to refine his teaching but also, ultimately, 
to re-shape his art. It was not theory alone that helped him to do this; it was also the exposure 
to the work of contemporary English artists. Taylor acknowledged this in an interview with 
Leonard Stahl for the Edmonton Free Press. In an article titled “Personality of the Week,” January 
24, 1962, Stahl focuses on Taylor’s landscapes and observes that it took the artist as much as 
a hundred hours to complete works such as Lake O’Hara and Wenkchemna Pass. Of his trip to 
London, Stahl writes:

He describes it as a “most rewarding experience.” Although the galleries in London 

appealed to him primarily, he enjoyed the London operas and theatre.

Among the outstanding artists he has met are Henry Moore, the noted English 

Sculptor; Dr. E. H. Gombrich, art historian and connoisseur, author of such books 

as the recent “Art, An Illusion [sic],” and “The Story of Art”; J. B. Ward-Perkins, 

director of the British School in Rome; and such famous English painters as Edward 

Bawden, John Piper, John Sutherland, Francis Bacon and William Scott.5
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In his late essay, “Development of My Work,” Taylor observes:

Sabbatical leave in England in 1955 and 1956 made it possible to go back to figure 

drawing, graphics and sculpture, and to re-evaluate what I had been doing up to 

that time. Discussion with artists William Scott, Edward Bawden, Wm Townsend 

and others helped considerably to assess some of my ideas.

My sense is that Taylor probably concluded that his work to date, viewed in a British context, 
was merely pretty landscapes and realistic portraits, not “modern” as, for example, Bacon’s work 
was, or that of John Piper (1903–1992). It was Piper’s work that would introduce new subject 
matter to Taylor’s work, that is, Italian pictures. But Piper also influenced Taylor stylistically, not 
just in terms of the Italian pictures, but also with respect to the later mountain pictures. Piper at 
the time was an established artist known for his paintings of the English landscape with a focus 
on buildings (particularly churches) and architectural detail. What intrigued Taylor was the way 
in which Piper worked the ground of his paintings, suggesting, through the layering of paint, the 
impact of time on old building surfaces. Piper uses sepia and other earth-tones, and superimpos-
es on them, in a linear “cartoon” style, architectural elements that suggest rather than represent 
the building.

Taylor, in his basement studio, had a Piper image on a bulletin board that includes a range 
of other materials that interested him. The Piper work is titled Seaton Delaval and, according 
to son Christopher, comes from a British Information Services Calendar (date unknown). The 
painting is in the collection of the Tate Gallery, London, and Taylor may have seen it or others 
like it. The Tate description of the picture states:

N05748 – The baroque castle of Seaton Delaval, Northumberland, was built by 

John Vanbrugh between 1718 and 1729 and destroyed by fire in 1822. Piper visited 

the castle in 1941. He had previously made records of major buildings in anticipa-

tion of their destruction through bombing or modernisation. He had also recorded 

bomb-damage, and found parallels between the ruined castle and these recent sub-

jects. The image seems to be both a nostalgic lament for a lost time and a statement 

about the present. Piper described the castle’s colouring as “ochre and flame licked 

red, pock-marked and stained … incredibly up-to-date: very much of our times.”6
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Fig. 62: John 
Piper, Seaton 
Delaval, 1941, 
oil on canvas 
laid down on 
plywood, 71.1 
x 88.3 cm, Tate 
Gallery, London, 
NO 5748. 
Copyright Tate, 
London 2013.

To the end of his life, Taylor would go on to produce wonderful Italian pictures inspired by 
Piper. However, it would be the worked ground of Piper’s paintings that he would redefine to 
represent mountain landscapes and geological time.

By 1960, Taylor had also become fascinated by the new acrylic paints used by contemporary 
American artists such as Morris Louis (1912–1962) and Friedel Dzubas (1915–1994). In the 
desire to add texture and flow to his work, in the 1940s, Jackson Pollock had used industrial 
oil and resin-based enamels to drip colour onto canvas laid down on the floor. It was Leonard 
Bocour and his nephew Sam Golden who developed and marketed the first artist acrylic paints, 
known as Magna Paints, in 1947. These continued to be improved and were reformulated in the 
1960s.7 Magna paints were pigments ground into an acrylic resin with solvents such as turpen-
tine or mineral spirits. It was thus dangerous to use them in an enclosed space. Modern acrylics 
are water-based. Magna paints dried quickly and could have either a matte or glossy finish.
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Taylor began to experiment with acrylics and, since his basement studio is essentially as he 
left it, the remnants of paints that he used are still there. These include: Liquitex; gesso; emul-
sion – water-based, Cincinnati, Ohio; acrylic emulsion colours, e.g., ultramarine; Golden sample 
acrylics, regular gel; Alphacolour (dry pigments – whole range of them); oil pastels; Reeves 
– fine powder colours; tempera, damar picture varnish; Aquatec Polymer Medium, General 
Paint Corp; Talens painter; Grumbacher Stand Oil; Rembrandt Retarding Medium – acrylic – 
Talens; 2-ethyhexyl acetate; Demonstration Kit – all oils; Rhoplex – Maxwell Artists Materials, 
Vancouver (a binder for acrylic paint).8 He also kept the promotional brochures provided by 
manufacturers of acrylic paints that hyped their products. The Talens paints booklet notes:

Acrylic colours are the realization of the ideal of pure colour. They offer the techni-

cal possibilities of all other traditional types of colour methods. Rembrandt acrylic 

colours can be used on practically any surface and they can be used in combination 

with other materials. They allow the artist virtually unlimited freedom. As an added 

advantage, acrylic colours have a number of obvious practical qualities. All this 

thanks to a binder developed by a modern chemical industry.9

Royal Talens, a Dutch company founded in 1899, made oil and acrylic paints, watercolours, 
pastels, and pencils and had an agent in Montreal. Taylor cultivated a close relationship with the 
company and, in May, 1970, Randy Koenig, a representative, came to Edmonton with supplies 
for Taylor’s art classes in Dawson Creek.10 Colleague and friend Robert Sinclair observed in an 
interview that Taylor had a “big lump of plastic on his desk. He anticipated by 10–15 years the 
gel work of later acrylic painters.” In a letter to Christopher Taylor, Sinclair writes:

What was so very interesting about Jack’s paintings at that time was his attempt to 

create actual textures on his painting surfaces of his ice/glacier series. Oil painting 

can only have so much texture projecting out from the surface because of the greater 

drying time needed for the oil paint to dry out. Because it takes so long (months) 

there is a tendency for the painted surface to sag and stretch. Acrylic on the other 

hand being water soluble dries quickly by evaporation – hardens faster and holds its 

shape.11
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Norman Yates also provides insight into their experimentation with acrylics:

I started off by making my own acrylics. I was excessively interested in this new 

medium. I couldn’t get paints so I made my own – emulsion mixed with pigments. 

I had to order five-gallon tubs. I got Liquitex pigments – ground them up as I did 

with oil paints. I made quite a lot of experimental paintings. I still have one or two 

of those. With the evolution of acrylics, we lost the oil paint and original acrylics 

odors – heavy with turpentine. It took a long time to find various mediums that 

would work. I once experimented with a highly-volatile solution – my wife couldn’t 

stand the smell and I stopped using it.

Son Christopher (in some notes prepared for the author) remembers how his father worked in 
this period:

My father’s use of acrylic paint probably began around 1960 with the introduction 

of acrylic paints. He used Liquitex paints to my knowledge, but may have used 

others. He used acrylic gesso in both a standard consistency for masonite support 

preparation, and also in a thicker, sculptable consistency on masonite support for 

the more textured works. But for many of the large mountain and Italian works 

Bondfast glue or Rhoplex was used to create a textured surface on a canvas board or 

masonite support.

By no means did all mountain works employ this textural treatment.

I remember watching him at work in his home studio on many occasions. 

Sometimes he’d be beginning the preparation of the masonite support by pouring 

from a one-gallon jug of Bondfast glue onto the rough side of the masonite which 

would either be gessoed or raw. He’d put as much on as needed and, if it was a 

mountain painting, occasionally mix in some fine sawdust or sand. If it was an 

Italian work, he might also add some collage of gold or silver-coloured paper taken 

from a gift box. After a while it would be dry enough to score with a tool, a palette 

knife, wood end of a brush, Exacto knife or leather-working tool, etc. I believe, at 

least for the works I saw at this stage of their production, the masonite may already 
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have had some preliminary drawing, colour and light texture already present (I’m 

sure he painted over older discarded works).

I’d usually ask “What’cha painting Dad?” or “When’ll it be finished Dad?” 

and he’d reply, “a glacier” or “I haven’t decided yet,” or words to that effect. He 

didn’t usually talk much as he was painting so I’d stand and watch him for a while. 

He would deftly mix the colours on the palette (he used a cabinet with a pull-out 

glass palette in his home studio) and using different brushes for different purposes, 

apply some paint in a decisive way, stand back, take a puff on his cigarette, use the 

diminishing glass or the mirror to check scale, proportion (even for abstract works) 

and continue. I saw him work in both oils in the early days – the smell of turpentine 

and linseed oil heavy in the air – and acrylics later on. He installed an exhaust fan 

in his small studio to vent all the toxic fumes and cigarette smoke.

Larger works were laid flat on a table. Interestingly, Kronos Canada Inc., Varennes, Quebec, 
a Canadian manufacturer of acrylic commercial paints, beginning in 1971, acquired Taylor’s 
painting Opabin Pass and reproduced it with the following description:

We live in a wonderfully technical era. We are reminded of this as, at our Varennes, 

Quebec plant, we watch coal-black titanium slag undergo its transformation into 

brilliantly white titanium dioxide pigment, whose refractive index is higher than 

that of diamonds. We are conscious of it, too, in the diverse technologies of the 

industries to whose products our “TITANOX” contributes whiteness, opacity, and 

color brightness.

This is a technical time, and it is also an expressive one. Color itself, and 

color in countless manufactured products, expands almost everyone’s means of 

expression.

J. B. Taylor’s “Opabin Pass” is the last of a series of sixteen paintings with 

which, over four years, we have illustrated our advertisements. We have sought, 

through the genius and sensitivity of the sixteen painters, to probe the world of color 

in which you – and we – participate as humans and as professional practitioners. We 

hope you have enjoyed, with us, this exploratory journey.12



4  |  M o u n t a i n  P i c t u r e s :  T h e  A b s t r a c t  P e r i o d  ( 19 6 2  t o  19 7 0 ) 73

Taylor’s experimentation with a new medium resulted in innovation in his art. He was able to 
use acrylics to create the textured and patterned ground of his later mountain paintings. He 
was not always pleased with what he painted. Sometimes the colour palette did not please him 
(there are a series of green and muddy brown works among those he rejected); while with other 
paintings there is a failure to achieve the forms and texture that he desired. The acrylic medium 
was difficult to work with and, eventually, he used Bondfast glue (acrylic polyvinyl adhesive) as 
a substrate on which he added texture through the use of sand or sawdust. He then worked the 
ground with the ends of paintbrushes and other sharp tools, reminiscent of the engraver’s burin, 
thereby adding pattern. While his study of etching and sculpture at the Slade did not result in 
his producing works in these media, both influenced his later work in the textured and sculpted 
surface of some mountain paintings.

David Cantine noted in an interview that Taylor’s second sabbatical year, 1966, was a 
transitional year for him:

I remember a dinner at the Oliver Steak House Restaurant where Jack told me that 

he could turn his pictures upside down and that they still worked. I rejected this 

and Jack remained quiet. I regretted not letting him continue to explain the change 

in his work. When he started talking about turning pictures around, he was feeling 

the impact of formalism – line/colour/shape/value/contrast – if you are looking at 

that, then, you are no longer looking at the iconography. I believe that Jack was 

trying to adopt abstraction and formalism into his work, which was already very 

successful.

In the late 1950s, as has been seen in the previous section, Taylor had already begun to move 
from the representation of mountains and glaciers from a distance. Exploring the new non- 
representational aesthetic, and observing the way in which Piper suggested aged buildings and 
walls, stimulated his own artistic development. These influences can be outlined, but, ultimately, 
it was the way in which Taylor processed these concepts and techniques to make them his own 
that resulted in the breakthrough in his work. Taylor wrote in “Development of My Work”:

1961 to 1969: This period illustrates the fundamental change of structure in my 

landscape series. Working larger, because of idea and concept change, the final work 
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became semi-abstract in form and stronger in its ability to illustrate the structure in 

nature.

The value of study tours in Europe, and U.S.A. during this time is of course 

invaluable. The awareness of the change in other artists’ work, and the reason for 

these changes is of utmost importance for the artist working in a rather isolated 

area. This has enriched my understanding of the new forms of art today.13

No one at the time, or since, has created mountain landscapes as he did. Basically, he moved into 
abstraction without losing representational form. To return to his own words for describing his 
work – “analysis of nature, the use of mind and eye,” in this last phase of his mountain painting, 
it is the mind that directs the eye and it is the “idea of mountains” that triumphs.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the discussions that Taylor had with his friend and fellow 
university professor Charlie Stelck had sensitized him to what might be described as the “inner 
life” of mountains. Stelck was born in the same year as Taylor, and they had offices next to each 
other on the top floor of the Arts Building and, according to Stelck, they had conversations 
about each other’s work. Stelck became an award-winning petroleum geologist, paleontologist, 
and stratigrapher. Their discussions prompted Taylor to take geology courses from Professor 
Warren. In an interview with the author, Stelck noted:

The Rockies that Jack painted are not Colorado or Nevada. These have nothing to 

do with the glaciated canyons of our mountains, which are chewed up rock. Taylor 

had to fight against the “Swiss-style” mountain paintings. When he got his own 

route, separate from Glyde, he followed it through. He became knowledgeable about 

how to paint that particular geophysical construct. He painted shale and other rocks 

as they were.14

An application for funding provides some insight into Taylor’s late working methodology. He 
completed an application, dated December 16, 1969, for a grant from the university’s General 
Research Fund for “Summer 1970 Research Project” in the amount of $2,000 for six months’ 
work on the project. A painting field trip is described in bureaucratic language: “To collect spe-
cific visual material of glacier terminus, and study geological structures.” His proposed itinerary 
is as follows:
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 (a) 4 days Mt. Baker area, specifically (i) Chowder Ridge and (ii) Coleman Glacier 
Terminus

 (b) 4 days Garibaldi National Park, B.C.: North Foot of Mt. Garibaldi Terminal Glacier
 (c) 5 days Garibaldi National Park: East Mt. Sir Richard, via Lillooet and Spetch [Creek]
 (d) 4 days Department of Fine Arts, University of British Columbia for collating material

He also describes his materials:

Both oil and acrylic pigments are required to complete these studies. Canvas panels, 

specially prepared masonite panels with planned textured surface, canvas paper, 

assorted heavy drawing papers. All of these surfaces will assist in exploring various 

methods of representing glacial forms. Drawings in line, line and wash, surface stain 

and direct painting should give ample opportunity to record the geological structure 

of these ice fields. 35 MM film to be used to make further records of line, texture, 

colour and mass, and to deal with “light” in terms of environment and time of day.

I have consulted the following in terms for specific information e.g. contour and 

geological maps. Dr. J. A. Jacobs, Faculty of Science, Department of Geography, 

University of Alberta. Research and Exploration National Geography society 

and Smithsonian Institute Washington D.C., Department of Lands and Forests, 

Vancouver and Department of Fine Arts, U.B.C.15

The application sets out the close observation of natural forms that had been Taylor’s modus ope-
randi. In the last years of his life, it was as if he stood directly in front of the rock face and glacier 
and interpreted what he saw. He had come to understand that “a part could represent a whole” – 
a weathered rock surface could represent a mountain, and a section of glacial ice could represent 
an icefield. He had broken out of the realistic landscape tradition and moved into abstraction.

M O U N T A I N  A B S T R A C T I O N S

He was fascinated by the surface tension of ice and snow and the composition that 

surfaces create when they expand and contract. He was very excited by the prospect 

of his journeys to and from the mountains. It was as if he had waited a lifetime to 
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explore their visual elements with the eye of the philosopher. He was the professor 

about to burst out of his enclave, on the cusp of a great discovery of understanding. 

(Wallis Kendal, student in 1968, artist)

Glaciers and icefields dominated Taylor’s imagination in the last years of his life. It was the ex-
perimentation with acrylics that enabled Taylor to make the final shift to abstraction that largely 
represented his mature work culminating in 1968 when his production was astounding. The 
shift is reflected in the fact that many of these paintings do not have a title that links them to a 
specific location. They are simply numbered “compositions.” Three works in 1963–64 demon-
strate his experimentation with mixed media. These are Lake McArthur No. 7 (1963, acrylic and 
thick gesso on canvas, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, Alberta Foundation for the Arts Acc #1984.134.001), 
Landscape (1963, acrylic and oil on canvas, 71.1 x 86.4 cm, Art Gallery of Alberta Acc #65.1), 
Composition #4 ’64 (1964, acrylic on masonite, 61 x 76.2 cm, private collection) and Composition 
No. VII ’64 (1964, acrylic on canvas, 60.96 x 91.4 cm, private collection). The quick-drying 
properties of acrylic paint enabled him to layer it thickly and to work the ground. He did this us-
ing not only the brush itself but also the wooden tip and a palette knife. This impasto technique 
allows him to show the rough surface of mountain rock faces as well as glacial ice. In terms of 
the colour palette, while using black and white flecked with black (suggesting the inclusions 
of rock matter in ice), he also introduces blue-greens. These colours suggest the sedimentation 
found in some Rocky Mountain lakes that give them their unique presence. The blue-green or 
aquamarine colours become markers in his later works. The AGA painting is interesting not only 
because it mixes acrylic and oil paints but also because the paint, in certain areas, is “compro-
mised,” requiring conservation treatment. Thus, not all experiments with the new media were 
successful.

In Composition #3 (1964, acrylic on masonite, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, private collection), it is 
clear that this is a whole new way of presenting landscapes. The painting suggests rock masses 
through a muted palette of greys, white, and aquamarine. The blocks of rock and glacial ice have 
a three-dimensional quality. Taylor shows the impact of light by outlining the blocks with white 
flecked with black. It is these touches that balance the heaviness and weight of the rock and 
provide a sense of the spiritual and transcendent.

While continuing to explore the effects of layering of acrylic paint in later works, he would 
also use acrylics in a wash technique. In these paintings, he uses texture as an accent on only a 
portion of the painting field. It is as if he had moved back from the rock or glacier face and could 
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Fig. 63:  
J. B. Taylor, 
Lake McArthur 
No. 7, 1963, 
acrylic and 
thick gesso 
on canvas, 
60.96 x 76.2 
cm, Alberta 
Foundation for 
the Arts Acc # 
1984.134.001.

Fig. 64:  
J. B. Taylor, 
Landscape, 1963, 
acrylic and 
oil on canvas, 
71.1 x 86.4 cm, 
Art Gallery of 
Alberta Acc #65.1.
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Fig. 65: J. 
B. Taylor, 
Composition #4 
’64, 1964, acrylic 
on masonite, 
60.96 x 76.2 cm, 
Private collection.

Fig. 66: J. 
B. Taylor, 
Composition No. 
VII ’64, 1964, 
acrylic on canvas, 
60.96 x 91.4 cm, 
Private collection.
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see the inherent form but not the whole. It is interesting that he regularly used a quizzing glass 
(or monocle), both in his teaching and in his painting, and was aware of the effects on perspec-
tive when looking at the real thing or at it through different levels of magnification.

When looking at the Oesa series, for example Untitled, Oesa #1 (1968, acrylic on canvas, 
50.8 x 60.96 cm, private collection), the canvas is brighter, almost ethereal, but the elements of 
stone, glacial ice, and water are evident. In Oesa #2, also known as Ice Caves (1968, acrylic on 
canvas, 61 x 81.3 cm, University of Alberta Collections, Faculty Club Acc #8), using a palette 
of grey, white, pinks, and blues, Taylor suggests glacial ice shaped by the forces of nature. The 
works become more and more minimalist. In Columbia #2 (1968, acrylic on canvas, 71.1 x 91.4 
cm, private collection), which is reproduced on the cover, the canvas is divided into horizontal 
bands. The lower quarter suggests the icefield and the darker blue band is broken up in the 
middle by an aquamarine rectangle. Taylor had studied the science of glaciation and captures 
it in his paintings. Snow falling over millennia (hundreds and thousands of years) becomes 
compacted. This forces out the air and gives glaciers and icefields their blue tinge. When the 
weight of glacial ice reaches a critical mass, glaciers begin to move, forming river-like formations. 
This can be seen in the glacier and icefield paintings.

Great works of this last period include Glacier #2 [15/68], Columbia # II [#11/68] and 
Opabin #1. In 1968, the Confederation Arts Centre in his home town, Charlottetown, opened, 
and an exhibit of his work was held – the first one-man show. The centre was a legacy of 
Canada’s centenary, and the exhibition of his work was an affirmation of his stature in Canada’s 
art world. He gifted Glacier #2 to the centre. Columbia #II and Opabin #1 share a highly 
polished surface and transcend the limits of the framed artwork in suggesting the enormity of 
geological time. Columbia #2 was exhibited as part of a faculty exhibit in the Student’s Union 
Building Gallery from March 15 to 30 and, in his artist’s statement, Taylor notes: “I continue to 
explore the spectacular abstract forms presented by powerful geological structures.”16

Taylor’s early studies of geology and geomorphology enabled him to see these eternal ele-
ments in the landscape in the context of geological time in which human beings emerge a couple 
of minutes before midnight. In Composition #4 (1968, acrylic on canvas, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, private 
collection), grey columns of rock are capped by a cross-bar and, in the centre, is a textured 
aquamarine ground with elements of white, brown, and black. Through the textured surface, 
Taylor suggested the effect that the retreat of glaciers had had on the mountain landscape. The 
actual pitting and scouring can be seen on the surface of the masonite or canvas. Glacier #3 
(1966, acrylic, sawdust, mixed media on canvas board, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, private collection), #21 
Composition # III (1966, acrylic and gesso on masonite, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, private collection), Oesa 
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Fig. 67: J. B. Taylor, Composition #3, 1964, acrylic on 
masonite, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, Private collection.

 
Fig. 68: J. B. Taylor, Untitled [Oesa #1], 1968, acrylic on 
canvas, 50.8 x 60.96 cm, Private collection.

Fig. 69: J. B. 
Taylor, Oesa 
#2 [also known 
as Ice Caves], 
1968, acrylic 
on canvas, 
61 x 81.3 cm, 
University 
of Alberta 
Collections, 
Faculty Club 
Acc #8.
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Fig. 70: J. B. Taylor, 
Composition 4, 1968, 
acrylic on canvas, 60.96 x 
76.2 cm, Private collection.

Fig. 71: J. B. Taylor, 
Glacier #3, 1966, acrylic, 
sawdust, mixed media on 
canvas board, 60.96 x 76.2 
cm, Private collection.
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Fig. 72: J. B. Taylor,  
#21 Composition # III, 
1966, acrylic and thick 
gesso on masonite, 
60.96 x 76.2 cm, Private 
collection.

Fig. 73: J. B. Taylor, 
Oesa # II, 1966, acrylic 
and  sand on canvas, 
76.2 x 101.6 cm, Private 
collection.
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Fig. 74:  
J. B. Taylor, 
Composition 
# 1 [3-66], 
1966, acrylic 
on canvas, 
76.2 x 101.6 
cm, Private 
collection.

# II (1966, acrylic and sand on canvas, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, private collection) and Composition #1 
[3-66 ] (1966, acrylic on canvas, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, private collection) show such effects.

Various paintings represent the ancient ice and the particulate matter embedded in it. 
Paintings such as Columbia # III [20/68] (1968, acrylic on canvas, 76.2 x 91.4 cm, private 
collection), Untitled [#6/68] (1968, acrylic on canvas, 60.96 x 76.2, private collection), Glacier 
#2 [#15/68] (1968, acrylic on canvas, 61 x 76.2 cm, Confederation Centre for the Arts, Acc. 
CAG 68.11), Columbia # II [#II/68] (1968, acrylic on canvas, 76.2 x 91.4 cm, private collection), 
Opabin #1 [also known as Glacier #2/68] (1968, acrylic on masonite, 83.18 x 89.69 cm, private 
collection) and Composition #2 (1968, acrylic and thick gesso on masonite, 76.2 x 71.1 cm, 
Alberta Foundation for the Arts Acc # GHF76.023.002) are examples of this late work.
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Fig. 75: J. B. Taylor, 
Columbia III [20/68], 1968, 
acrylic on canvas, 76.2 x 91.4 
cm, Private collection.

Fig. 76: J. B. Taylor, Untitled 
[#6/68], 1968, acrylic on 
canvas, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, 
Private collection.
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Fig. 77: J. B. Taylor, Glacier #2 [#15/68], 
1968, acrylic on canvas, 60.96 x 76.2 cm, 
Confederation Centre for the Arts, Acc 
CAG 68.11.
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Fig. 78: J. B. Taylor, Columbia # II [#II/68], 
1968, acrylic on canvas, 76.2 x 91.4 cm, 
Private collection.
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Fig. 79: J. B. Taylor, Opabin # 1 [Glacier # 
2/68], 1968, acrylic on masonite, 83.18 x 
89.69 cm, Private collection.
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Fig. 80: J. B. Taylor, Composition #2, 1968, 
acrylic and thick gesso on masonite, 76.2 x 
71.1 cm, Alberta Foundation for the Arts Acc 
# GHF76.023.002.
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Taylor’s commentary on his own work is very rare, but he provided the following description 
of Opabin #1, which was used on the cover of the ATA (Alberta Teachers’ Association) Magazine 
(June 1970):

OPABIN #1 is a painting that developed out of many years of research in high 

glacier country. From the beginning much time was spent discovering where the 

various ice fields are located and how they have shaped the terrain in which they are 

found.

Climbing among the glaciers, you become aware of time. You can see the sun, 

wind, and rain that caused the great masses of ice to change their forms over many 

thousands of years. Geological drawings, diagrams, and air photography assisted 

me in becoming more familiar with the structure of the subject. Field drawings and 

paintings done on location added to my store of information, necessary to develop a 

more meaningful statement.

The final painting evolved out of the essential elements of art, that is, the 

concern for a basic abstract design. Whether or not an artist uses a subject as a 

point of departure, his main aim is to construct on canvas the simplest statement he 

can make. All textures or characteristic marks are simply used as relief to the large 

abstract masses.

With knowledge of the subject matter – in this case the glacial structure – the 

artist can be much freer in his experiments; he can concentrate on his feelings about 

the subject which best express his ideas.

OPABIN #1 is one idea and is an expression of the grandeur of those magnifi-

cent glaciers.17

In the large-scale works in the period 1964–68, Taylor suggests crevasses, faultlines, and rock 
strata, the parts representing the whole. It was as if throughout his career he had undertaken a 
symbolic journey into the heart of nature. While still representing the physical mountains in 
his works, it was their essence, what I have described as the “idea of mountains,” that intrigued 
him. Although Taylor had a Christian religious upbringing, in the last decade of his life, he 
moved away from traditional worship. Perhaps like many artists, past and present, he saw the 
Creator in the Creation. The last paintings undeniably have a spiritual element – whether it is 
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simply that mountains and great natural forms diminish the human element while illuminating 
the divine. It is the element of the “sublime” that is awe-inspiring and fearful, and that is what 
nineteenth-century artists of the Romantic and Picturesque saw in mountain landscapes.

The year 1968 was the culmination of his large-scale abstract mountain works, and it 
appears that Taylor reached a stylistic dead end, exacerbated by stress at the university. It may 
be that Taylor felt that he had reached the end of his exploration of his great theme – mountain 
landscapes – and was looking for new inspirations, whether of subject matter or medium. Son 
Philip observes of these works:

I recall mother and father talking about his painting and she encouraged him to 

return to something he knew well and was very comfortable doing – small, loose 

sketches of many subjects that he could work on quickly and would not have to 

come back to and labour over. Perhaps more akin to how he would teach sketching 

in art classes at the university. Mom encouraged him to get his inspiration from 

wherever – drives in the country to photos from the mountain trips or his memory. 

Then, not long afterwards, I remember him sitting in the back yard painting sketch-

es on warm summer days. He wore shorts, a hat and no shirt. The product was a se-

ries of sketches, interestingly, many using pastel colours (pale yellow, greens), which 

was a palette that dad had not used much in recent years. They were very fresh, very 

light, very minimalist, when compared to the recent darker textural works.18

The period 1968–70 is represented by a series of sketches, not only of mountain landscapes but 
also foothills and other Alberta regions. It was as if, by going back to more representational 
painting, using both acrylic and oil media, he would find himself and his next creative impulse. 
His death ended his exploration, and this important Canadian figure, who straddled the transi-
tion from representational art to abstraction, was unable to complete his artistic journey.


