Paul Kane
Paul Kane is acknowledged to be one of Canada’s ﬁnest early
artists – and his ﬁrst known works were created right here
in Cobourg. He had done some painting earlier, when he lived
in Toronto – his work had received a favourable review in the
press in 1834. But he was just 24 at the time and none of
those works remain.
Paul was born in Ireland in 1810 but moved to Canada with his
family before his teen years. After graduating from Upper
Canada College he began a career as a sign and furniture
painter. In 1834 he moved to Cobourg to work at the ﬁrst
class furniture factory of Freeman Schermerhorn Clench, a
prominent citizen of the town.
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It was then that he began to paint portraits of the Clench
family, and it was there that he met young Harriet Clench,
the boss’s daughter. Paul remained in Cobourg for only two
years, but must surely have returned from time to time to visit
Harriet. Some 19 years after they ﬁrst met, they were married and moved into a ﬁne new home in Toronto. By that
time Paul had travelled to Europe, taken a major trip to the Canadian west coast and established his reputation as an
artist. And by that time Harriet was an artist and art teacher in her own right.
In 1836, having honed his skills in portraiture in Cobourg, Kane was ready to see the world and support himself
with his art. For the next ﬁve years, he toured the American Midwest, working as an itinerant portrait painter.
Fulﬁlling the artist’s dream, he was able to borrow enough for the boat trip from New Orleans to Europe, but not
enough to pay for professional art classes. So from 1841-1843 he simply toured, teaching himself as he went.
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By 1845 he was back in Canada, but preparing
for another trip, this time a Great Northwest
Adventure. On ﬁrst try, always sketching, he
succeeded in getting as far as Sault Ste. Marie,
approaching the Hudson’s Bay Company
Territory. There he was informed by the HBC’s
local chief trader that to travel farther would be
dangerous without the support of the
Company’s governor, Sir George Simpson.
So, after a detour into Wisconsin Territory, Kane
returned to Toronto and began negotiations
with Sir George.

The Governor’s support
was critical for Kane’s project: it not only granted authorization but also facilitated his next trek. Beginning in late May
1846, he travelled by canoe, York boat, horse, and on foot across prairies, the subarctic, and mountains, with fur-trade
brigades or with hired local guides. For over two years Kane travelled along HBC routes, venturing as far north as Fort
Assiniboine and as far south as Fort Vancouver in the Oregon Territory, exploring that vicinity and northward on
Vancouver Island.
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Aside from any personal goals, Kane’s hope was to preserve for posterity a record of the Indian people, their
customs and the lands where they lived before change made it no longer possible.
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One marvelous result of that journey is the large fully illustrated volume “Paul Kane’s Frontier including
Wanderings of an Artist among the Indians of North America by Paul Kane”. Together with
descriptions of the many friends he made and extreme hardships he faced, there are
insightful comments on the treatment of the natives and their threatened way of life.
In November 1848 an exhibition of 240 of his sketches met with great success in Toronto,
and a second exhibition in September 1852 of eight oil canvases was also favourably
received. The politician George William Allan took note of the artist and became his most
important patron, commissioning one hundred oil paintings for the price of $20,000 in
1852. Another twelve were delivered to the Canadian Parliament in 1856.
Kane’s works were shown at the World's Fair at Paris in 1855, where they were reviewed
very positively, and some were sent to Buckingham Palace in 1858 for consideration by
the Queen.
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In the end, the great gift of Paul Kane’s view of Canada and its people probably cost him his eyesight.
He became blind and retired in 1866. Kane died in 1871, but ﬁrst he gave us one more gift in befriending a
young artist named Frederick Verner, passing on his knowledge and encouragement. Verner carried on
Kane’s tradition of beautifully recording a rapidly disappearing Canada.
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